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Foreword 

Agenda 2030 is clear on the need to engage civil society organisations (CSOs) in implementing and 

monitoring the Sustainable Development Goals. Given their capacity to bring the voices of those on the 

frontlines of poverty, inequality and vulnerability into development processes, CSOs have a particular role 

to play in ensuring no one is left behind. The Global Partnership for Effective Development Co-operation 

has committed to providing enabling environments for CSOs, both as implementing partners for members 

of the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) and as independent development actors in their own 

right. How DAC members work with civil society is part of CSO enabling environments. 

Yet evidence from the Global Partnership monitoring, from CSOs’ reporting of their day-to-day experience, 

and from observers and experts worldwide points to the need for much greater individual and collective 

effort to promote and protect enabling environments for civil society so that this sector’s contribution to 

development can be maximised. 

In this context, the OECD Development Co-operation Directorate (DCD) in 2017 established a work stream 

on civil society to provide guidance on DAC members’ support for and engagement with civil society. This 

study, Development Assistance Committee Members and Civil Society, is a product of the work stream 

and identifies how DAC members are supporting and engaging with civil society and CSOs in DAC member 

and partner countries.  

This study provides the most comprehensive review of DAC members’ work with civil society ever 

undertaken by the OECD. It builds on the 2012 OECD guidance, Partnering with Civil Society: 12 Lessons 

from Peer Reviews, which has served as a reference point for members and their civil society partners. 

This study is rich with both qualitative and quantitative data from varied sources. Critical quantitative data 

were sourced from OECD statistics on official development assistance flows for CSOs. Literature, policies, 

reports and evaluations regarding DAC members’ support for and engagement with CSOs inform the 

study. A key source of data is the findings of two separate but related surveys designed with input from an 

informal reference group of DAC members, CSOs and academics. A large-scale survey of DAC members 

was issued and all DAC members that financially support CSOs responded to it. A selection of CSO 

networks responded to a smaller-scale survey. Survey findings provided the basis for a working paper 

presented at the International Conference on Civil Society Space as part of the first OECD Civil Society 

Days in June 2019, co-organised with the Task Team on CSO Development Effectiveness and Enabling 

Environment. 

The current study builds on that working paper, incorporating insights and feedback received at critical 

points during the study’s development. Consultations with DAC members included meetings in 2018 of a 

group of DAC member experts (International Donor Group on Civil Society) and workshops in 2019 with 

the newly launched DAC Community of Practice on Civil Society. In keeping with the Framework for 

Dialogue between the DAC and Civil Society Organisations, consultations with CSOs from within and 

outside of the DAC-CSO Reference Group took place in 2019 under the auspices of the OECD Civil Society 

Days. Both DAC members and CSOs provided further input via online consultations in August and 

September 2019. 
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This study finds that DAC members are making efforts towards the type of support and engagement that 

enable CSOs to maximise their contribution to development, but that gaps remain between the aspiration 

of enabling civil society through effective development co-operation and members’ CSO-related policies 

and practices. The intent is now to move from evidence gathering to policy action. In this vein, the DCD 

will continue on this collaborative and consultative path to provide support for DAC members to strengthen 

the promotion of enabling environments for civil society through DAC members’ policies and practices. 

Chapter 3 of this study thus contains action points for further discussion with DAC members and CSOs 

and with others such as non-DAC member governments, foundations and academia. These ultimately are 

to be developed into a guidance document or a recommendation beginning in 2020. 
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Executive summary 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is clear on the need to mobilise civil society organisations 

(CSOs) to implement and uphold accountability for progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals. 

CSOs fill critical roles. They provide services in development and humanitarian situations, influence 

policies through dialogue and advocacy, and promote and protect human rights and democratisation. Their 

ability to reach people on the frontlines of poverty, inequality and vulnerability make them integral to fulfilling 

the 2030 Agenda promise to leave no one behind. CSOs are important to development co-operation, both 

as independent development actors and as implementing partners on behalf of members of the OECD 

Development Assistance Committee (DAC). According to OECD statistics, DAC members (hereinafter 

“members”) allocated nearly USD 21 billion for CSOs in 2018, amounting to 15% of total bilateral aid. 

Members have committed to providing and promoting enabling environments for civil society, including by 

ensuring that their work with civil society and the CSOs in it is effective. Yet evidence indicates that more 

must be done to provide and promote enabling environments. Around the world, legal and regulatory 

frameworks are being used to shrink civic space, limiting the possibilities for people to come together to 

improve lives. At the same time, there are gaps in CSOs’ effectiveness and accountability. Donors, 

including members, struggle to appropriately leverage CSOs’ knowledge, capabilities and influential role 

as public advocates for sustainable development, and they struggle to offer effective support for CSOs.  

Building on key findings from surveys of and consultations with members and CSOs, Development 

Assistance Committee Members and Civil Society presents action points for members and the OECD DAC 

to make members’ support for and engagement with CSOs and civil society more effective. 

Key findings 

 There is commonality in member definitions of CSOs, but also differences that may impede 

coherence of member actions. 

 Most members have a policy document that covers their work with CSOs and civil society and is 

contained in either legislation, policies, strategies, guidelines, principles or action plans. About half 

have a civil society or CSO-specific policy document. 

 CSOs call for greater integration of civil society considerations across a wide range of member 

policies. 

 Most members have at least two types of objectives: to strengthen a pluralist and independent civil 

society in partner countries and to meet other development objectives beyond strengthening civil 

society in partner countries. 

 Members more frequently cite the advantages rather than disadvantages of working with CSOs. 

Members also more frequently cite advantages of member country or international CSOs than of 

working with partner country CSOs. 

 Members provide more financial support as project and/or programme support through CSOs than 

as partnership, framework and core support to CSO. Such support is considered better suited to 
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demonstrating tangible development results in the short term. CSOs experience members’ 

financial support as short-term, overly directive and conditioned on member-defined priorities. 

 A disproportionate amount of member funding is allocated to member country and international 

CSOs relative to partner country CSOs. Among the reasons cited for favouring these CSOs are 

members’ legal or administrative requirements; transaction cost considerations; these CSOs’ 

experience, including in demonstrating results; and their role in public awareness raising. Member 

funding also tends to flow to formal CSOs rather than extending to broader civil society. 

 Systematic dialogue with CSOs is much more common at headquarters level than at partner 

country level. Dialogue does not necessarily meet good practice standards such as inclusivity, joint 

agenda setting, co-ordination among members, accessibility and timelines. 

 CSOs and members continue to experience the administrative requirements and transaction costs 

associated with accessing and reporting on member funding as overly burdensome. Meeting these 

requirements means CSOs divert resources from their core work and the achievement of 

development results. 

 Members are adopting more iterative and adaptive approaches to monitoring in growing recognition 

that inflexible application of results-based management that is focused on quick-win, quantitative 

and linear results can undermine CSOs’ ability to innovate, take risks, be flexible and responsive 

to partners and situations on the ground, and address complex development problems towards 

long-term, transformative and sustainable change. 

 Members encourage CSOs to foster relationships of greater accountability in partner countries, but 

do not adequately assess how the emphasis on upward accountability to members in their policies 

and practices may undermine CSO accountability at partner country level. While members are 

increasingly transparent about their financial flows to CSOs, the information is not always readily 

accessible to partner country stakeholders or disaggregated by partner country. 

Based on these findings, this study offers the following action points for DAC members and the OECD 

DAC for improving their support for and engagement with CSOs and civil society. 

Action points for DAC members 

 Clarify definitions of CSOs and civil society towards establishing a common understanding across 

members and more broadly recognising civil society’s diversity. 

 In consultation with CSOs, develop policies that address both the member’s objectives and ways 

of working with CSOs and civil society and contextual issues including civic space. Integrate civil 

society considerations across policy realms other than development co-operation. 

 Embrace the two types of objectives for working with CSOs and civil society: to strengthen a 

pluralist and independent civil society in partner countries and to meet other development 

objectives beyond strengthening civil society in partner countries. 

 Use a variety of strategies to rectify the imbalance between project/programme support and flows 

through CSOs as programme implementers on behalf of members, on one hand, and 

partnership/framework/core support and flows to CSOs as independent development actors, on 

the other. 

 Augment direct financial support for partner country CSOs and support for a broader swathe of civil 

society including for more fluid and informal forms of association, new types of associations, and 

traditional civic actors. 

 Make dialogue and consultation with CSOs and civil society more systematic and place greater 

emphasis on systematic dialogue at partner country level, while paying attention to good practice. 
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Encourage dialogue on policy realms other than development co-operation, such as on members’ 

foreign policy and private sector investment and trade policies. 

 Assess, minimise and monitor the transaction cost burden of members’ administrative 

requirements, including by co-ordinating and harmonising requirements with other members based 

on the 2013 Code of Practice on Donor Harmonisation. 

 Work with CSOs to define relevant, locally owned results frameworks and indicators while applying 

iterative and adaptive approaches to results management. Explore results indicators for 

strengthening a pluralist and independent civil society in partner countries. 

 Support CSOs’ accountability in partner countries using a mix of methods, while also enhancing 

member transparency and ensuring that member practices for working with CSOs and civil society 

do no harm to CSOs’ partner country-level accountability. 

Action points for the OECD DAC 

 Develop up-to-date guidance on how members should work with CSOs and civil society or issue a 

recommendation for greater enforcement potential. 

 Initiate discussion with members on the DAC reporting directives that pertain to definitions of civil 

society and CSOs and on the usefulness and accuracy of to and through coding of financial flows 

for CSOs. 

The action points are offered for further discussion among members and CSOs, with a view to ultimately 

develop these action points – in consultation with members, CSOs and others beginning in 2020 – into a 

guidance or a recommendation for how members can more effectively work with civil society and, by 

extension, can improve enabling environments for civil society. 
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Infographic 1. How Development Assistance Committee Members and Civil Society work together 
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Overview: Enabling civil society 
through effective development 
co-operation 

Development Assistance Committee members, recognising the important 

development role of civil society, channel nearly USD 21 billion, or 15% of 

all bilateral official development assistance, to civil society organisations 

(CSOs). To ensure they are effectively supporting CSOs as part of enabling 

environments for civil society, members should clarify their civil society 

policies, ease the administrative burden on CSOs, and enhance CSOs’ 

legitimacy and accountability through less rigid steering of funds and 

programmes. This Overview of data, survey responses and relevant 

literature evaluates the current state of member-CSO relations and 

presents action points to further improve them. 

  



16    

DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE COMMITTEE MEMBERS AND CIVIL SOCIETY © OECD 2020 
  

Civil society and the civil society organisations (CSOs) in it are important development actors. CSOs fill 

roles as providers of services in development and humanitarian situations. They contribute to policy 

development through dialogue and advocacy. They are leaders in the promotion and protection of human 

rights and democratisation. CSOs are appreciated for their experience, expertise, and quick and flexible 

response. They are also valued for their ability to identify new as well as longstanding and often systemic 

obstacles to social, economic and democratic development and for their capacity to innovate, elaborate 

and implement solutions. 

CSOs are important to development co-operation, both as development actors in their own right and as 

implementing partners for members of the OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC). Statistics 

from the OECD show that in 2018, DAC members (hereinafter “members”) allocated almost USD 21 billion 

for CSOs, amounting to 15% of total bilateral official development assistance (ODA) (OECD, 2020[1]). 

Member country CSOs also bring considerable privately sourced contributions, estimated at USD 42 billion 

in 2018, to development co-operation (OECD, 2020[1]). 

The significance of CSOs in development is widely recognised. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development is clear on the need for all development actors inclusive of CSOs to engage in 

implementation and monitoring of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The strengthened global 

partnership for achievement of SDG 17 (revitalize the global partnership for sustainable development) is 

meant to involve all levels of government, the private sector and civil society, among others, in a whole-of-

society approach to SDG achievement. Further, CSOs play a crucial role in facilitating people’s 

participation and the pursuit of accountability. In this sense, they also are critical to achieving SDG 16 

(promote just, peaceful and inclusive societies) and are part and parcel of such societies and the 

accountable institutions called for in this SDG. The 2018 OECD report, Development Co-operation Report, 

Joining Forces to Leave No One Behind, highlights the vital role of CSOs in bringing the voices of those 

on the frontlines of poverty, inequality and vulnerability into development processes and thus in helping to 

meet the 2030 Agenda promise to leave no one behind (OECD, 2018[2]). In addition, the Grand Bargain 

sees CSOs as key partners in relation to humanitarian action and commits Grand Bargain adherents to 

work with CSOs effectively and efficiently (Inter-Agency Standing Committee, 2019[3]). 

Since the 2008 High Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness, the multi-stakeholder constituency of the Global 

Partnership for Effective Development Co-operation (GPEDC) fully acknowledges the development role of 

CSOs, both as implementing partners of development co-operation providers, partner country 

governments and the private sector and as independent development actors in their own right (OECD, 

2008[4]). The GPEDC – inclusive of members and other development co-operation providers as well as 

partner country governments, CSOs and others – also recognises that enabling environments are 

necessary if CSOs are to maximise their contributions to development. At the high level and senior level 

meetings in 2016 and 2019, the GPEDC reaffirmed commitments to provide enabling environments for 

CSOs and to promote CSOs’ development effectiveness (GPEDC, 2016[5]; GPEDC, 2019[6]). The GPEDC 

monitoring framework reflects these commitments in its Indicator 2, which assesses enabling environments 

for civil society in terms of the presence of space for CSOs in policy dialogue; effective support for and 

engagement with CSOs by official development co-operation providers; enabling legal and regulatory 

frameworks for CSOs; and effective, accountable and transparent CSOs (GPEDC, 2018[7]).  

Nonetheless, evidence indicates more must be done to create and protect enabling environments for CSOs 

and civil society (Task Team on CSO Development Effectiveness and Enabling Environment, 2014[8]; 

OECD/UNDP, 2016[9]; OECD/UNDP, 2019[10]; Brechenmacher and Carothers, 2019[11]). Around the world, 

efforts by various governments to restrict the legal, regulatory and policy space (also called civic space) in 

which civil society operates have grown. Increasingly, governments are using laws, policies and practices 

to limit the possibilities for people to come together to improve their everyday lives. At the same time, there 

remain gaps in CSOs’ effectiveness and accountability and concerns about their legitimacy, their results, 

and the challenges to co-ordination among CSOs and with governments. While there is considerable scope 

for members to leverage CSOs’ knowledge, capabilities and influential role as public advocates for 
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sustainable development, members do not yet appear to be offering effective development support for 

CSOs as part of the enabling environment for civil society. 

Development Assistance Committee Members and Civil Society provides a comprehensive review of 

members’ support for and engagement with civil society and the CSOs in it. The study finds that members 

are making efforts towards providing the type of support and engagement that would enable CSOs to 

maximise their contribution to development, but that members’ policies and practices sometimes fall short. 

The study is a significant step to support members to reflect on how they can better work with civil society 

and CSOs in development.  

This study is organised in three chapters and two annexes. Chapter 1 presents insights from existing 

OECD guidance and other relevant literature to draw out lessons and remaining challenges in this area. 

The main guidance reviewed is the 2012 publication, Partnering with Civil Society: 12 Lessons from DAC 

Peer Reviews (OECD, 2012[12]). This guidance in turn drew on an earlier overview entitled How DAC 

Members Work with Civil Society Organisations that is similar to, but less comprehensive than, this current 

study (OECD, 2011[13]). Chapter 2 reviews OECD statistics on official development assistance (ODA) flows 

for CSOs and discusses responses of members and CSOs to two separate surveys conducted over 2018 

and 2019; members’ policy documents that are relevant to their work with civil society; and insights and 

feedback from online and in-person consultations with both members and CSOs. Members and CSOs 

were consulted through the International Donor Group on Civil Society, the DAC Community of Practice 

on Civil Society and the DAC-CSO Reference Group. Preliminary Chapter 2 findings were previously 

published in a working paper (Wood and Fällman, 2019[14]). Chapter 3 presents action points for members 

and the OECD DAC to improve the effectiveness of members’ support for and engagement with CSOs 

and civil society as part of providing enabling environments for civil society. The action points are offered 

for further discussion among members and CSOs, with a view to ultimately develop them into a guidance 

or a recommendation. Annex A contains additional information on this study’s sources and research 

methods and Annex B presents data on financial flows for CSOs. 

The remainder of this Overview summarises key findings from the Chapter 1 review of the literature and 

the 2012 OECD guidance and from the Chapter 2 review of the survey and consultation results. The 

findings pertain to definitions of CSOs and civil society; objectives for working with CSOs and civil society; 

advantages and disadvantages of working with CSOs; policies for working with CSOs and civil society; 

financial support mechanisms and recipients; approaches to dialogue and consultation; administrative 

requirements; monitoring and learning methods; and practices to promote accountability and transparency. 

The Overview concludes with action points for members and the OECD DAC itself to improve the 

effectiveness of their work with CSOs and civil society and, by extension, the enabling environment for civil 

society. 

Key findings 

Defining CSOs and civil society 

Civil society is the collection of CSOs and other semi-formal and non-formal groupings through which 

people associate. Civil society is also a sphere or space in which CSOs and other groups interact with 

each other and with others. While there is commonality in member definitions of CSOs (and in definitions 

of non-governmental organisations or NGOs), there are also differences, especially in the degree to which 

the definitions reflect the diversity of civil society actors. Members rarely define civil society. Defining civil 

society and CSOs is not always straightforward because of the diversity of forms of organisation and 

association across the civil society sector. However, the absence of a common definition may impede 

member coherence in implementing the action points offered in this study. Additionally, member definitions 

of CSOs and civil society that are not broad and inclusive may prevent members from engaging with the 

range of formal and informal groupings that comprise the civil society sector. The OECD and DAC 
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definitions of CSOs (and NGOs) are a good starting point towards greater commonality of definitions 

among members. 

Policies for working with CSOs and civil society 

The majority of members have some form of policy document that covers their work with CSOs and civil 

society, and approximately half of them have civil society or CSO-specific policy documents. The type of 

document that members consider to constitute their CSO or civil society policy varies and includes 

legislation, policies, strategies, guidelines, principles and action plans. Policies are generally developed, 

and sometimes also monitored, in consultation with CSOs. A CSO and/or civil society policy document is 

necessary to provide a transparent framework that articulates a member’s objectives and ways of working 

with CSOs and civil society. In addition to calling for a CSO and/or civil society policy, CSOs call for greater 

integration of civil society considerations, including civic space issues, across a wide range of member 

country policies to strengthen policy coherence. Policy areas that would benefit from civil society-related 

coverage include foreign policy and policies on private sector investment, trade, migration, security, 

taxation and digital technology. 

Objectives for working with CSOs and civil society 

Members should clearly articulate their objectives for working with CSOs and civil society. Ideally, members 

have two types of objectives. One will reflect the intrinsic value of a strong, pluralist and independent civil 

society. The other reflects the instrumental value of CSOs as implementing partners on behalf of members 

to meet development objectives other than strengthening civil society and usually in specific sectors or 

themes (e.g. health, education, democratisation and gender). According to their survey responses, almost 

all members have multiple objectives for working with CSOs and civil society. A majority of members have 

at least the two aforementioned types of objectives. Significantly, members pursue the strengthening civil 

society objective using a variety of financial and non-financial practices to promote enabling environments 

for CSOs and civil society in partner countries. Public awareness raising in member countries is also an 

important objective for members. There is growing awareness among members that in fragile settings, 

their objectives should integrate comprehensive and complementary approaches that ultimately reduce 

needs, as is called for in the DAC Recommendation on the Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus 

(OECD DAC, 2019[15]). 

Advantages and disadvantages of working with CSOs and civil society 

Many members see many advantages of working with CSOs such as CSOs’ proximity to beneficiaries, 

their ability to reach people in vulnerable situations or facing high risk of marginalisation, and their capacity 

to deliver services. At the same time, members experience some countervailing difficulties in working with 

CSOs such as duplication and lack of co-ordination and the challenge of demonstrating and aggregating 

results. On balance, however, the survey finds members more frequently cite the advantages rather than 

disadvantages of working with CSOs. Members also more frequently identify advantages of member 

country or international CSOs compared to those of working with partner country CSOs, though many 

advantages are nonetheless attributed to partner country CSOs. A significant and almost equal number of 

members ascribe the most frequently selected advantages of CSOs to both member country and 

international CSOs as well as to partner country CSOs, which suggests that each type of CSO has the 

potential to be valued partners for members. However, the ability of member country CSOs to raise public 

awareness and engage citizens on development issues in member countries is cited by members as a key 

advantage of member country or international CSOs but not of partner country CSOs. 
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How financial support is provided 

The most commonly used mechanism of member financial support for CSOs is project and/or programme 

support. Partnership, framework and core support mechanisms are less commonly used by members. 

According to OECD statistics for 2018, most financial support for CSOs (85%) flows through CSOs as 

project/programme implementers on behalf of members, with the remaining 15% flowing to CSOs as 

independent development actors in the form of core support. A key reason members favour 

project/programme support through CSOs is that such support is deemed better suited to demonstrating 

tangible development results in the short term. Still, CSOs experience members’ financial support as 

short-term and overly directive, with many conditions tied to member-defined priorities. Core support is 

CSOs’ preferred type of support. It is also the most development-effective type of support, with advantages 

such as predictability, flexibility, sustainability, administrative efficiency, and, significantly, ownership and 

accountability. Whatever type of support is provided for CSOs, it must allow them to respond to the 

priorities and demands of their partners at partner country level. Rigid steering undermines CSOs’ ability 

to do so, and thus is detrimental to CSOs’ partner country-level legitimacy and accountability and may 

weaken rather than strengthen civil society in partner countries. 

Members do pursue the objective of strengthening civil society in partner countries within their 

project/programme mechanisms and through support, for example with support that does not overly rigidly 

steer CSOs or that involves capacity development of partner country CSOs. Statistics on member flows to 

and through CSOs do not adequately assess the extent to which members are pursuing the objective of 

strengthening civil society in partner countries. More nuanced information on the design of members’ 

mechanisms is needed to assess the match between objectives and type of support. 

Who receives financial support 

A disproportionate amount of member funding is allocated to member country or international CSOs 

relative to partner country CSOs, even though members cite many of the same advantages (and 

disadvantages) of working with member country or international CSOs that they cite regarding working 

with partner country CSOs. Members have a range of reasons for favouring member country or 

international CSOs. These include members’ legal, regulatory and administrative requirements and, 

relatedly, transaction cost considerations such as limited member capacity to administer direct support for 

additional small and often (though not necessarily) less experienced partner country CSOs. Other reasons 

are the extensive experience and expertise of member country and international CSOs, including in 

demonstrating results, and their knowledge and networks. Member country CSOs also are preferred 

because they contribute to public awareness raising and citizen engagement at home; member country 

publics, in general, trust these CSOs; and they play a role in informal diplomacy abroad. The voice of these 

CSOs and member country publics also informs members’ tendency to support member country CSOs.  

Member funding also tends to flow to formal CSOs. This means that it may not extend to elements of the 

rich associational life that make up the broader civil society in both in member and partner countries, such 

as traditional forms of association (e.g. faith-based groups, trade unions, professional associations, etc.); 

the growing body of hybrid forms such as social enterprises; and more informal, fluid forms of civil society 

action that are on the rise. Some members are at the early stages of seeking to work with a wider diversity 

of civil society actors beyond formal CSOs, including through multi-donor pooled funds. 

Dialogue and consultation with CSOs and civil society 

All members engage CSOs in dialogue and consultation, with a majority using both systematic, advance-

planned dialogue fora and dialogue on an ad hoc basis. Systematic dialogue with CSOs is much more 

common at headquarters level than at partner country level. Dialogue at partner country level tends to be 

ad hoc, with approximately one third of members not consulting with CSOs at partner country level at all. 
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Dialogue does not necessarily meet good practice standards such as inclusivity, joint agenda setting, 

accessibility and timelines or include feedback mechanisms on uptake (or not) of consultation inputs. 

Co-ordination of dialogue among members, particularly at partner country level, needs attention to avoid 

duplication of effort and over-burdening CSOs with consultation demands. CSOs assess they have 

capacity gaps to adequately participate in dialogue and consultations. At the same time, there are benefits 

to engaging CSOs in dialogue on topics other than members’ development co-operation policies such as 

foreign policy, private sector investment and trade policies and towards greater relevance and coherence 

of member policies. 

Administrative requirements 

CSOs and members continue to experience the administrative requirements and transaction costs 

associated with accessing and reporting on member funding as overly burdensome. It can be challenging 

to change such requirements, as they are integral to members’ domestic accountability to their 

governments, parliaments and public. To meet these requirements, however, CSOs divert valuable time 

and resources from their core work and the achievement of development results on the ground. Even when 

some members seek to streamline their administrative requirements to reduce the transaction cost burden 

through multi-year agreements, greater budget flexibility, simplified applications and other practices, CSOs 

find that new requirements cancel out such streamlining efforts. Some alignment with CSOs’ own 

administrative systems and formats for proposals and reporting is occurring and there is some combining 

of CSO and member requirements and formats. Yet little in the way of harmonisation of member 

requirements is evident beyond member participation in multi-donor pooled funds, though these funds are 

only a partial solution. Members that participated in the Swedish International Development Cooperation 

Agency-led harmonisation initiative that created the 2013 Code of Practice on Donor Harmonisation (Sida, 

2019, p. 26[16]) and associated tools have not followed up on implementing the Code. 

Monitoring for results and learning 

Monitoring is critical for both members and CSOs to demonstrate that ODA for CSOs is achieving 

development results. However, inflexible application of results-based management focused on quick-win 

or quantitative results and linear results chains can undermine CSOs’ ability to innovate, take risks, be 

flexible and responsive to partners and situations on the ground, and address complex development 

problems towards long-term, transformative and sustainable change. Yet it is because of these capabilities 

that members choose to work with CSOs. Members are increasingly adopting more iterative and adaptive 

approaches to monitoring that are context-sensitive and better integrate learning and flexibility to inform 

decision making on implementation directions. Investment is needed in CSOs’ capacity for results 

monitoring as members continue to adjust and improve their results management approaches. 

A majority of members use agreements (or contracts) with CSOs that include some form of results 

framework with indicators as the basis for CSOs’ monitoring and reporting of their initiatives. Approximately 

half of members allow CSOs to define or co-define all or some of the indicators. Use of CSO-defined 

indicators can help to promote relevance, ownership and local-level accountability and reduce the 

administrative burden on CSOs. 

Accountability and transparency of CSOs and members 

Their accountability, and perceptions of their accountability, are critical to CSOs’ effectiveness as either 

independent development actors or programme implementers on behalf of members. CSOs tend to 

prioritise their relationship of upward accountability to members, although accountability of CSOs, and of 

members, at partner country level is integral to build and maintain CSOs’ legitimacy in the partner country 

where they work. Members use multiple practices to encourage CSOs to foster relationships of greater 

accountability in partner countries that range from participatory approaches to encouraging CSO 
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co-ordination and supporting CSO self-regulation mechanisms. However, members inadequately assess 

how the emphasis in their own policies and practices on upward accountability to members may undermine 

CSO accountability at partner country level. While members are increasingly transparent about their 

financial flows to CSOs, the information is not always readily accessible to partner country stakeholders or 

disaggregated by partner country. CSOs and members share responsibility for upholding accountability 

and transparency at partner country level, as these are essential leverage to counter the trend of restricting 

the space for civil society. 

Based on these findings, this study offers the following action points for improving member support for and 

engagement with CSOs and civil society as part of an enabling environment. The action points for both 

members and the DAC itself update guidance provided in Partnering with Civil Society: 12 Lessons from 

Peer Reviews, the 2012 OECD report that has been the sole source of DAC guidance on the subject of 

working with civil society. The action points lay the groundwork for development of a new policy instrument 

in the form of a guidance or a recommendation on enabling environments for civil society. 

Action points for DAC members 

 Clarify definitions of CSOs and civil society towards a common understanding across members 

and greater inclusivity that reflects the diversity of forms of organising and associating across the 

civil society sector. 

 Develop policy documents that address the member’s objectives and ways of working with CSOs 

and civil society as well as contextual issues including civic space. Develop and monitor these 

policy documents in consultation with CSOs. Integrate civil society considerations including civic 

space issues across policy realms other than development co-operation that directly or indirectly 

affect CSOs and civil society. 

 Embrace the two types of objectives for working with CSOs and civil society: to strengthen a 

pluralist and independent civil society in partner countries and to meet other development 

objectives beyond strengthening civil society in partner countries. Integrate promotion of enabling 

environments for civil society in partner countries into the strengthening civil society objective. 

Reflect the importance of complementary humanitarian, development and peace actions and the 

crucial role and contribution of civil society actors in these actions. 

 Rectify the imbalance between project/programme support mechanisms and flows through CSOs 

as programme implementers on behalf of members, on one hand, and partnership/framework/core 

support mechanisms and flows to CSOs as independent development actors, on the other. 

Implement strategies to help rectify the imbalance, for example by minimising directive-ness and 

designing through support to meet the strengthening civil society in partner countries objective; 

increasing the availability of core support to CSOs; identifying ways to better demonstrate that 

strengthening a pluralist and independent civil society is a valuable development result; and 

maintaining multiple financial support mechanisms. Identify and rectify obstacles to incentivising 

more coherent humanitarian-development-peace approaches in financial support mechanisms. 

 Augment direct financial support for partner country CSOs and support for a broader swathe of civil 

society, including for fluid or informal forms of association, new types of associations such as social 

enterprises, and traditional civic actors (e.g. professional associations, faith-based organisations 

and trade unions). Share lessons among members and with CSOs for tackling the reasons that 

funding tends to miss these CSOs and civil society actors. 

 Make dialogue and consultation with CSOs and civil society more systematic and place greater 

emphasis on systematic dialogue at partner country level, while also maintaining opportunities for 

responsive, strategic and less formal ad hoc dialogue. Encourage dialogue between CSOs and 

members’ representatives that are responsible for policy realms other than development co-
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operation such as members’ foreign policy and private sector investment and trade policies and 

encourage dialogue between CSOs and partner country governments. Improve the quality and 

efficiency of dialogue with CSOs by following good practice, including co-ordination of dialogue 

among members. 

 Assess, minimise and monitor the transaction cost burden of members’ administrative 

requirements. Address the administrative burden, for example by shifting to strategic, streamlined 

requirements; using CSOs’ own or co-defined formats and systems; using multi-year funding 

agreements; adapting requirements to contribution size and risk level; and co-ordinating and 

harmonising with other members such as through multi-donor pooled funds and other methods. 

Revisit the 2013 Code of Practice on Donor Harmonisation as a basis for action. 

 Work collaboratively with CSOs to define results frameworks and indicators that are most relevant 

to the initiative at hand, the individuals and communities involved, and the changes (results) that 

CSOs and the individuals and communities they work with would like to see. Collaborate with CSOs 

to explore and experiment with results indicators for strengthening a pluralist and independent civil 

society in partner countries. Apply iterative and adaptive approaches to results management, with 

greater emphasis on learning to inform programming directions in an adaptive manner while 

investing in building CSOs’ results monitoring and learning capacities. 

 Use a mix of methods to support CSOs’ accountability in partner countries, recognising this as 

essential to strengthening civil society and enabling environments. Assess and address how 

member practices for working with CSOs and civil society may undermine CSOs’ legitimacy and 

accountability at partner country level and work towards ensuring that member practices do no 

harm to CSOs’ partner country-level accountability. Enhance member transparency regarding 

funding for CSOs so funding is disaggregated by partner country and accessible to partner country 

stakeholders, using an appropriate level of accessibility so CSOs in sensitive environments are not 

put at risk. 

Action points for the OECD DAC 

 Develop up-to-date guidance on how members should work with CSOs and civil society or issue a 

recommendation for greater enforcement potential. Do so in collaboration and consultation with 

the OECD DAC Community of Practice on Civil Society and the DAC-CSO Reference Group. Apply 

an iterative, peer learning approach to implementation of the guidance or recommendation. 

 Initiate discussion with members on the DAC reporting directives as regards definitions of civil 

society and CSOs and on the usefulness and accuracy of to and through coding of financial flows 

for CSOs. 

All told, members appear to be making efforts to work with CSOs in ways that enable the CSOs to maximise 

their contribution to development. Each member should continuously examine and adapt its policies and 

practices to ensure development co-operation with CSOs is as effective as possible. Coherence between 

objectives and members’ means of support for and engagement with CSOs is key. 
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This chapter provides a framework for understanding how OECD DAC 

members work with civil society and civil society organisations (CSOs). It 

reviews existing OECD guidance, chiefly the 2012 report, Partnering with 

Civil Society: 12 Lessons from DAC Peer Reviews, and presents insights 

from relevant literature and lessons. The chapter first discusses definitions 

applied to the diverse civil society sector. It then explores existing guidance 

and remaining challenges around members’ policies, objectives, financial 

support mechanisms, administrative requirements, monitoring, 

accountability and transparency in their relations with civil society. 

Throughout, the chapter highlights areas where additional, stronger and 

more nuanced emphasis can reinforce these important relationships. 

  

1 What the literature says about civil 

society and Development 

Assistance Committee members 
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1.1. Introduction: Civil society organisations in development co-operation 

Civil society organisations (CSOs) have long been part of the domestic landscape of many countries that 

are OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) members and where they contribute to social, 

economic, cultural and democratic development. The economic contribution of CSOs in member countries 

is estimated at 5% of gross domestic product, a share equal to that of major industries (Salamon, 2010, 

p. 198[1]). 

CSOs have played a role in development co-operation for as long as such co-operation has existed. In 

2018, DAC members (hereinafter “members”) allocated nearly USD 21 billion for CSOs (OECD, 2020[2]). 

The share of total bilateral aid that members allocate for CSOs has remained fairly steady. While this share 

decreased slightly, from 16% in 2010 to 15% in 2018, the USD 21 billion allocated in 2018 is an 11% 

increase in real terms over 2010 (OECD, 2020[2]).1 This figure alone shows that CSOs’ significance in 

development co-operation cannot be underestimated. 

CSOs also raise considerable financial resources for development. According to OECD figures, CSOs in 

member countries raised at least USD 42 billion in private contributions to development co-operation in 

2018, representing approximately 30% of members’ total bilateral aid (OECD, 2020[2]). 2 

The contribution of CSOs to development co-operation is not exclusively a financial one. Civil society and 

the CSOs in it are important agents of change. They provide a means for people’s expression, enable 

people to claim their rights and promote rights-based approaches, shape and oversee development 

policies, and provide services complementary to those provided by governments (OECD, 2011, p. 6[3]). 

Moreover, they are valued for their knowledge, experience and expertise; their agility in responding to 

changing needs and contexts; and their cost-effectiveness (Hulme and Edwards, 1997[4]). They are seen 

to be adept at identifying new or longstanding obstacles to development that might otherwise be ignored 

by governments and at devising strategies to address these (OECD, 2010, p. 27[5]). Their connections to 

people on the frontlines of poverty, inequality and vulnerability, and their ability to channel these voices 

into development processes, are considered a critical asset to help meet the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development promise to leave no one behind (Bushan et al., 2018[6]). 

Indeed, the 2030 Agenda clearly calls for CSO engagement in implementation of the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). CSOs, among other actors, are required for the whole-of-society approach 

to SDG achievement. Their important role is especially embodied in SDG 17, which is to strengthen the 

means of implementation and revitalise the global partnership for sustainable development. CSO 

engagement is also a cornerstone of the peaceful and inclusive societies and accountable and inclusive 

institutions called for in SDG 16. 

CSO engagement in the SDGs requires enabling conditions to be in place. The multi-stakeholder 

constituency of the Global Partnership for Effective Development Co-operation (GPEDC), which includes 

members of the DAC as well as CSOs, has committed to provide such conditions (also referred to as 

enabling environments for CSOs) and to promote CSOs’ own effectiveness and accountability, all as key 

components of effectiveness.3 

For these reasons, it is in the interest of members, as well as in the interest of CSOs and the individuals 

and communities whose lives development co-operation seeks to improve, to ensure that members’ work 

with CSOs enables such organisations to maximise their contribution to development. 
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1.2. Defining civil society and CSOs 

Existing guidance 

The OECD (2012[7]) report, Partnering with Civil Society: 12 Lessons from DAC Peer Reviews, is a 

reference point for the discussion in this chapter of what the literature says. The guidance draws on peer 

reviews as well as surveys of and consultations with members and CSOs and presents a number of 

recommendations for members. Its intent is to guide members in designing and implementing good policies 

and practices for their work with civil society. Since its publication, Partnering with Civil Society has been 

the singular source of DAC guidance on the subject of working with civil society, complemented by peer 

reviews. 

This study also draws on surveys and consultations undertaken with members and CSOs.4 Considered 

together with elements of the OECD guidance, these point to several areas that need continued attention 

from members, among them definitions of civil society and CSOs, policies, objectives, financial support 

mechanisms and recipients, dialogue, administrative requirements, monitoring and evaluation, and 

accountability and transparency. 

One of the Partnering with Civil Society recommendations (lesson 4) is that members build on current 

definitions and knowledge of civil society to agree on and use common terminology regarding CSOs and 

development (OECD, 2012, p. 21[7]). Common terminology can help members identify which among them 

are working with which CSOs or types of CSOs – important information to help members choose relevant 

CSOs to partner with. It also fosters greater transparency and comparability across members’ work with 

CSOs. 

Insights from the literature: Ongoing challenges and lessons 

Civil society is often characterised as one of three spheres of action, along with government and the private 

sector. It has been defined as a “sphere of uncoerced human association” within which individuals 

implement collective action to address shared needs, ideas and interests that they have identified in 

common (Edwards, 2011, p. 4[8]). CSOs are a formal manifestation of civil society. Civil society is thus 

considered to be the collection of CSOs and other semi- or non-formal forms of people associating or of 

associations, as well as the sphere or space in which these interact with each other and with others (Kohler-

Koch and Quittkat, 2009[9]). Reference is also made to the civil society or CSO sector, just as government 

is referred to as the public sector and business as the private sector.5 

That said, attempts to define or classify civil society and CSOs have been referred to as akin to “nailing 

jelly to the wall” (Edwards, 2009, p. 4[10]). Given the diversity of association and organising types within the 

civil society sector, their sometimes informal and fluid nature, and the growth of hybrid types of 

associations, defining the sector is not always straightforward.6 

It is evident from the OECD definition of CSOs (Box 1.1) that they are diverse. In the years since publication 

of this definition, the range of associational types considered to be CSOs appears to even be expanding. 

For example, some consider social enterprises, a newer organisational form, to be CSOs even though they 

are a hybrid form of non-profit and for-profit organisations (Smith, 2010[11]). These provide goods and 

services in the market but, like more traditional CSO forms, they have some form of social impact as their 

primary objective (OECD/European Union, 2017, p. 22[12]). Foundations and the growing and varied forms 

of philanthropic initiatives, particularly at decentralised levels, are an organisational type that might be 

considered in the CSO category.7 
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Box 1.1. OECD definition of CSOs 

The OECD defines CSOs as “non-market and non-state organisations outside of the family in which 

people organise themselves to pursue shared interests in the public domain. They cover a wide range 

of organisations that include membership-based CSOs, cause-based CSOs and service-oriented 

CSOs. Examples include community-based organisations and village associations, environmental 

groups, women’s rights groups, farmers’ associations, faith-based organisations, labour unions, 

co-operatives, professional associations, chambers of commerce, independent research institutes, and 

the not-for-profit media” (OECD, 2010, p. 26[5]). 

The DAC reporting directives issued to members refer to non-governmental organisations (NGOs), not 

CSOs (Box 1.2). However, the definition of an NGO used in these directives closely resembles the OECD 

(2010[5]) definition of a CSO (Box 1.1). In recent years, DAC publications use CSO, the more current term.8 

This study uses the terms CSO and civil society. The term NGO is occasionally used when a member or 

other source that uses it is cited in the text. 

Box 1.2. DAC definition of an NGO 

The DAC defines an NGO as “any non-profit entity in which people organise themselves on a local, 

national or international level to pursue shared objectives and ideals, without significant government-

controlled participation or representation. NGOs include foundations, co-operative societies, trade 

unions, and ad-hoc entities set up to collect funds for a specific purpose. NGO umbrella organisations 

and NGO networks are also included” (OECD DAC, 2018, pp. 47-48[13]). 

For reporting purposes, the DAC distinguishes NGOs by geographic location and specifically as either 

international (including NGOs that may have a regional rather than international scope), member 

country-based, or partner country- or developing country-based NGOs (Box 1.3).9 

Box 1.3. DAC definitions of NGOs by geographic location 

Donor country-based NGO: An NGO that is organised at the national level and based and operated 

either in the donor country or in another developed country, i.e. one that is not eligible to receive official 

development assistance (ODA). 

International NGO: An NGO that is organised on an international level – meaning either an international 

co-ordinating body facilitates the work of the NGO members on the international level or the NGO has 

an extensive network of country or regional offices in the field – and has internationally diversified 

sources of revenue. 

Developing country-based NGO: An NGO that is organised at the national level and based and operated 

in a developing (ODA-eligible) country. 

Source: (OECD DAC, 2018, p. 57[13]), Converged Statistical Reporting Directives for the Creditor Reporting System (CRS) and the Annual 

DAC Questionnaire. 

Typically, though not exclusively, member country-based CSOs and international CSOs work in 

relationships of some form with partner country-based CSOs. These relationships may be ones of mutual 

support, knowledge exchange and solidarity or they may be more formal partnerships in which the member 
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country-based or international CSO partner plays the role of intermediary in channelling aid. As such, 

member country-based CSOs and international CSOs can themselves be donors (OECD, 2010, p. 28[5]).10 

In sum, CSOs comprise a diverse civil society sector, as evidenced by the various types, sizes, locations, 

mandates, approaches and governance structures seen in the millions of CSOs and non-formal civil 

society actors across the globe that represent and work with diverse groups of people. The OECD and 

DAC definitions of NGOs provide a good starting point towards greater commonality of terminology among 

members and within the OECD. 

1.3. Member CSO and/or civil society policies 

Existing guidance 

Partnering with Civil Society advises members to have in place a civil society or CSO policy, developed 

and monitored in consultation with CSOs (lesson 1) (OECD, 2012, p. 9[7]). The GPEDC monitoring 

framework also considers a comprehensive CSO policy document to be a key component of effectiveness 

for members’ work with CSOs (GPEDC, 2018, pp. 14-15[14]). Such a policy document does not need to be 

a policy per se. It can be a strategy, principles or guidance, for example. What is important is to have a 

transparent and evidence-based overarching framework for the member’s work with CSOs and civil 

society. The policy document should lay out the member’s understanding of civil society and its contribution 

to development. To guide planning, implementation and evaluation of the member’s work with CSOs, the 

document should further articulate the member’s objectives for working with CSOs and civil society and 

methods of working to meet these objectives. 

The existence of a CSO or civil society policy is increasingly evaluated through DAC peer reviews. The 

2019-20 Peer Review Reference Guide emphasises that members’ policy frameworks now should provide 

sufficient guidance for decision making on channels and engagements with CSOs. Its inclusive 

development partnerships component specifies that members are expected to articulate a vision of the 

roles of different actors, including CSOs; support enabling environments and space for civil society; and 

engage with CSOs at strategic and operational levels (OECD DAC, 2019, p. 11[15]). 

Insights from the literature: Ongoing challenges and lessons 

Evidence from recent peer reviews suggests that members are adopting CSO policies or policy-like 

documents. However, there is room for more members to articulate clear visions and normative 

frameworks for their work with civil society (OECD, 2019[16]). 

For example, the 2016 DAC peer review of the Czech Republic called on the country to adopt a vision and 

policy for its partnerships with civil society and to develop an appropriate mix of funding mechanisms to 

meet the vision (OECD, 2019, p. 3[16]). Similarly, an independent evaluation of Australia’s NGO 

Cooperation Program in 2015 concluded that greater clarity and common understanding of the 

programme’s objectives, alongside a “complete and internally consistent policy framework”, were needed 

to prevent day-to-day decision making from undermining the programme’s principles (Department of 

Foreign Affairs and Trade of Australia and Coffey International Development, 2015[17]) . This conclusion 

provided motivation for the development of Australia’s 2015 framework document, DFAT and NGOs: 

Effective Development Partners (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade of Australia, 2015[18]). In another 

example, the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) developed its 2019 policy-like 

document, SDC Guidance for Engagement with CSOs, based in part on a 2017 evaluation 

recommendation to clarify the purpose, objectives, target group and modus operandi of its institutional 

partnerships with CSOs (Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation, 2019[19]; IOD PARC, 2017, 

p. 47[20]). 
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There is growing recognition of the need for whole-of-government policy coherence on civil society-related 

issues in addition to CSO policies. This is not addressed in Partnering with Civil Society. The importance 

of integrating civil society considerations, including civic space analysis, across a range of policy realms is 

gaining attention, especially given the trend of restrictions on civil space and in an environment where 

member interests are increasingly focused on private sector development, trade and security (Wood, 2019, 

pp. 414-415, 448-449[21]; Molenaers, Faust and Dellepiane, 2015[22]). These considerations encompass 

not only development, but also foreign policy and diplomacy and policies on trade and business, security, 

and technology.11 Overall, momentum is building to work towards consistency of vision in relation to CSOs’ 

roles and value added and to be explicit about and address competing priorities (CONCORD Sweden, 

2018, p. 5[23]; Civil Society Summit, 2019, pp. 6-7[24]; International Center for Not-for-Profit Law, 2018, 

p. 21[25]). 

In sum, absent a policy, members risk that their work with CSOs is ad hoc or guided only by the existence 

of a CSO budget line, rather than being strategically designed to meet development objectives. A policy 

can help members to better pursue coherence between objectives and their methods of working with CSOs 

and civil society. The existence of an up-to-date policy developed in collaboration with civil society helps 

to ensure the relevance of members’ aims and work with the sector. By providing a transparent framework, 

a policy is a source of common understanding of why and how a member works with CSOs, and it is a 

source of trust with CSOs. Members’ policy visions, as well as policy coherence, can be reinforced through 

integration of civil society-related issues in broader development co-operation policies and in other policy 

realms. 

1.4. Objectives for working with CSOs and civil society 

Existing guidance 

Partnering with Civil Society recommends that members clearly articulate in their policies the objective or 

objectives for working with CSOs and civil society (lesson 1). The guidance effectively addresses two types 

of objectives in particular. The first type of objective for working with CSOs and civil society is to strengthen 

a pluralist (i.e. diverse) and independent civil society in partner countries (lesson 2). The second type of 

objective for working with CSOs and civil society is to help achieve other development objectives besides 

strengthening civil society in partner countries (lessons 3 and 4) (OECD, 2012, pp. 9, 13, 17, 21[7]). 

To help understand the distinction between these two types of objectives, it is useful to consider CSOs 

and civil society as having both “intrinsic and instrumental value” (UN, 2017, p. 4[26]). Intrinsic value means 

a strong, pluralist and independent civil society is an asset in and of itself, just as a strong public sector or 

private sector are valuable assets. Thus, strengthening civil society is an objective worth supporting in its 

own right (OECD, 2010, pp. 29, 106[5]). Instrumental value centres on CSOs as an instrument – i.e. a 

means to deliver various other development objectives. 

The first type of objective recognises that a strong civil society is an essential prerequisite for any country’s 

social, economic and democratic development. Notably, this first objective flows from statements and 

commitments made in the context of the aid and development effectiveness agenda. The 2011 Busan 

Partnership Agreement, for example, commits adherents to enabling CSOs to exercise their roles as 

independent development actors in their own right, as does paragraph 11c of the more recent 2016 

GPEDC Nairobi Outcome Document (OECD, 2011[3]; GPEDC, 2016[27]). As independent development 

actors in their own right, CSOs are recognised as having their own priorities and plans and approaches to 

achieving such priorities. The legitimacy of CSOs as independent actors is derived from varied sources: 

from their constituents, which may be CSO members or groups or individuals that they serve or represent; 

from their governance and accountability systems; from their expertise and experience; from the 

development results they achieve; and from the civic values that guide them (OECD, 2010, p. 27[5]; Van 
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Rooy, 2004[28]).12 The ability of CSOs to operate as independent development actors is also embedded in 

international law, particularly in the right to freedom of association and the principles that flow from it (World 

Movement for Democracy Secretariat and International Center for Not-for-Profit Law, 2012[29]). 

Partnering with Civil Society calls on members to promote enabling environments for CSOs in partner 

countries, understood as the “political, financial, legal and policy context” affecting how CSOs carry out 

their work (lesson 2) (OECD, 2012, p. 13[7]). In recognition of the aid and development effectiveness 

commitments to promote enabling environments for civil society, the GPEDC monitors and reports on 

member practice in this regard, most recently in its 2019 progress report (OECD/UNDP, 2019[30]).13 

The second type of objective recognises that CSOs are important partners in implementing members’ 

programmes in specific sectors or themes (e.g. health, education, democratisation and gender equality) 

and in raising public awareness about development in member countries.14 The second type of objective 

sees CSOs as implementers on behalf of members. As such, they are channels for members' financial 

support, acting as intermediaries between members, other CSOs, communities and beneficiaries to 

implement programmes with specific objectives and often objectives defined by the member (OECD, 2010, 

p. 28[5]). 

The second type of objective for working with civil society recognises the important role that civil society 

can and does play in humanitarian relief. In 2019, members adopted the DAC Recommendation on the 

Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus, which applies across members’ work with civil society and the 

full spectrum of humanitarian, development and peace actors (OECD DAC, 2019[31]). The 

Recommendation requires members to strengthen policy and operational coherence between 

humanitarian, development and peace efforts, with the “aim of effectively reducing people’s needs, risks 

and vulnerabilities, supporting prevention efforts and thus, shifting from delivering humanitarian assistance 

to ending need” (OECD DAC, 2019[31]). An important aspect of this involves members strengthening their 

engagement with CSOs across the nexus; ensuring that civil society has the space, resources and capacity 

to contribute; and drawing on CSOs’ proximity to vulnerable populations and their capacity to advocate for 

and on behalf of vulnerable groups. 

Insights from the literature: Ongoing challenges and lessons 

Once members set out their objectives for working with CSOs and civil society, they need to consider what 

methods of working with civil society are best suited to meet these objectives. Little in the literature covers 

members’ objectives for working with CSOs and civil society per se. Rather, there is coverage of members’ 

financial support mechanisms and other working methods. The remaining sections of this chapter focus 

largely on the literature pertaining to such mechanisms and methods. 

Insights are available on members’ efforts to strengthen civil society in partner countries by promoting 

enabling environments in those countries. A key finding of the GPEDC 2019 progress report is that in 57% 

of countries, CSOs reported that development partners “only occasionally include elements of an enabling 

environment for CSOs in their policy dialogue with partner country governments” (OECD/UNDP, 2019, 

p. 132[30]). Development partners, however, assess themselves as more frequently promoting enabling 

environments in policy dialogue with partner country governments, reporting that they do so only 

occasionally in 30% of countries but more systematically in 40% of countries (OECD/UNDP, 2019, 

p. 133[11]). 

This discrepancy may be attributable to the fact that sometimes members engage in dialogue with partner 

country governments on issues around the enabling environment using quiet, non-public dialogue and 

diplomacy tactics of which CSOs would not necessarily be aware. At other times, members may go so far 

as to condition their government-to-government support on partner country governments’ commitments 

and actions to provide an enabling environment for civil society. Dialogue, quiet or otherwise, is done 

bilaterally or collaboratively with other members or through multilateral bodies. The Community of 
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Democracies Working Group on Enabling and Protecting Civil Society is one example of collective action 

in this regard. Comprised of members (and CSOs), the Working Group monitors and disseminates 

information on the environment for civil society worldwide, encourages its participants to take diplomatic 

steps when threats arise, and raises awareness about the issue (Community of Democracies, 2016[32]). 

The Open Government Partnership (OGP), which regards space for civil society (i.e. civic space) as “the 

fundamental underpinning for open government” that its members must include in their action plans, is 

another example of collective action to promote enabling environments for civil society (Open Government 

Partnership, 2019, p. 6[33]). The OGP monitors implementation of its members’ action plans so that 

performance may be improved through dialogue and peer pressure. 

The International Centre for Not-for-Profit Law (2018, p. 4[25]), in Effective Donor Responses to the 

Challenge of Closing Civic Space, suggests that to defend and promote enabling environments, members 

complement their own dialogue with partner country governments by encouraging dialogue between 

government, parliaments and civil society as a means of building mutual understanding and potentially 

countering the mistrust that can fuel partner country governments’ disenabling tactics. They can also assist 

partner country governments in building more enabling environments for civil society, for instance through 

support to institutions such human rights commissions and bodies responsible for civil society regulation. 

Other recent publications detail additional strategies members can pursue to strengthen civil society in 

partner countries through the promotion of enabling environments. European Funders for Social Change, 

the Human Rights Funders Network and the European Foundation Centre recommend, among other 

things, identifying and working with private sector allies to promote civic space, including in the private 

sector’s own practices in partner countries (Ariadne, International Human Rights Funders Group and 

European Foundation Centre, 2015, pp. 10-11[34]). The B Team has outlined the “business case” for 

protection and promotion of enabling environments for civil society, linking civic freedoms data to countries’ 

economic performance (Hogg and Hodess, 2018[35]). An OECD policy paper sets out possible actions to 

address the deleterious impacts of digital transformation on civic space, such as strengthening the 

international regulation of corporate governance of digital service providers so they are more accountable 

and responsive to the adverse effects that their products, services and business operations have on users’ 

rights (OECD, 2020[36]). 

As the 2019 DAC Recommendation on the Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus is rolled out and its 

implementation monitored, evidence and lessons will become available regarding whether and how 

members are reflecting the nexus in their objectives for working with civil society.15 

In sum, members should clearly articulate their objective or objectives for working with CSOs and civil 

society. One important type of objective is to strengthen a pluralist and independent civil society in partner 

countries, recognising the intrinsic value of an independent and pluralist civil society for a nation’s social, 

economic and democratic development. A second type of objective for working with CSOs and civil society 

is to meet other development objectives besides that of strengthening civil society, recognising the 

instrumental value of CSOs as partners in implementing members’ programmes in specific sectors or 

themes (e.g. health, education, democratisation and gender). Once there is clarity of objectives, methods 

of working with CSOs can be better designed to meet them. 

Where members seek to pursue the objective of strengthening civil society, myriad strategies are available 

– apart from but complementary to their CSO support – that can be investigated and implemented. 

Dialogue with partner country governments on enabling environment issues is one such strategy that 

needs attention. Complementary strategies include promoting dialogue between CSOs and governments, 

participating in multilateral bodies, investing in partner country government institutions and capacities, and 

engaging with private sector allies. 

When articulating their objectives and the methods to be used to meet the objectives, members should 

also bear in mind the 2019 DAC Recommendation on the Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus. 



   33 

DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE COMMITTEE MEMBERS AND CIVIL SOCIETY © OECD 2020 
  

Otherwise, the need for humanitarian assistance will continue unabated as the underlying causes of 

humanitarian crises are not addressed. 

1.5. How financial support is provided 

Existing guidance 

Partnering with Civil Society identifies action points addressing members’ mechanisms of financial support 

for CSOs. First, it proposes that members maintain a mix of financial support mechanisms for CSOs 

(lesson 7). Having a mix of mechanisms in place helps to make funding available to a range of CSO types 

and can help members to meet a range of objectives in different contexts. Second, the report also stipulates 

that members’ funding mechanisms should match their stated purpose or objectives for working with CSOs 

(lesson 7). Third, and relatedly, it states that members should find a balance in their CSO funding 

mechanisms between the conditions they attach to funding, on one hand, and respect for the role of CSOs 

as independent development actors with their own mandates and objectives, on the other (lesson 6) 

(OECD, 2012, pp. 27, 31[7]). 

As discussed in Section 1.4, members’ funding mechanisms can be designed to meet two types of 

objectives; these are relevant to lessons 6 and 7. One objective is to strengthen a pluralist (i.e. diverse) 

and independent civil society in partner countries. The other is to achieve an array of additional, unrelated 

development objectives (e.g. in health, education, humanitarian assistance, etc.). The funding mechanism 

most often used to strengthen civil society as an objective in its own right is core support (also referred to 

as institutional, budget, strategic, unrestricted or unearmarked support). This mechanism comprises 

support to CSOs “with respect for their independence and right of initiative”; in other words, core support 

is provided for CSOs to pursue their own missions, objectives, priorities and approaches (Sida, 2019, 

p. 11[37]). Financial support mechanisms to meet other development objectives are most often provided in 

the form of project or programme support, wherein CSOs are supported as implementing agents or 

instruments on behalf of the member. This support tends to come with conditions attached. 

Insights from the literature: Ongoing challenges and lessons 

In DAC terms, the distinction between support to CSOs and support through CSOs (Box 1.4) is the most 

readily available source of information to assess members’ support for these two broad objectives 

(strengthening civil society and meeting other member-defined objectives) and, relatedly, the degree to 

which such support is for CSOs as independent development actors or comes with member conditions. 

Support to CSOs is core support and, as noted, is most conducive to meeting an objective of strengthening 

an independent and pluralist civil society in partner countries (OECD, 2012, p. 14[7]). In contrast, support 

flows through CSOs when CSOs operate on behalf of the member as implementers of projects or 

programmes with specific member-defined objectives. 

Statistics from the OECD on members’ flows to and through CSOs between 2010 and 2017 show a high 

level of flows through CSOs relative to flows to CSOs (Figure 2.5 and Tables B.1 and B.2 in Annex B). This 

difference suggests that member funding mechanisms are mostly geared to meet objectives other than 

that of strengthening civil society and come with conditions rather than respecting the role of CSOs as 

independent actors. 
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Box 1.4. Reporting aid to and through NGOs/CSOs* 

Aid to NGOs covers official funds paid over to non-governmental organisations for use at the latter’s 

discretion. Aid through NGOs covers official funds made available to NGOs for use on behalf of the 

official sector, in connection with purposes designated by the official sector, or known to and approved 

by the official sector. 

Aid to NGOs means official contributions to programmes and activities which NGOs have developed 

themselves, and which they implement on their own authority and responsibility. Aid through NGOs 

means payments by the official sector for NGOs to implement projects and programmes which the 

official sector has developed, and for which it is ultimately responsible. The latter includes “joint 

financing” schemes where government agencies and NGOs consult about activities, jointly approve 

them and/or share their funding. 

* The DAC reporting directives use the term NGOs and also apply in this study to CSOs. 

Source: (OECD DAC, 2018, p. 58[13]), Converged Statistical Reporting Directives for the Creditor Reporting System (CRS) and the Annual 

DAC Questionnaire. 

That said, OECD statistics on flows to and through CSOs do not reliably capture the volume of flows for 

one or the other of the two objectives. Members’ through support may overlap or straddle different 

objectives along a spectrum. That is, members’ CSO funding either is responsive to and aligns with CSOs’ 

priorities as independent development actors to different degrees or, on the contrary, this funding is 

conditional (or earmarked) and thus directs or steers CSOs to the member’s priorities. The spectrum of 

directiveness of non-core support is referred to in the multilateral system as involving tightly or strictly 

earmarked non-core funding or softly earmarked non-core funding (OECD DAC, 2019[38]). 

As an illustration of this spectrum, a member may design a project support mechanism via a call for 

proposals (through support) that is focused on a high-level, member-defined objective. If the mechanism 

is responsive to CSO submissions in line with the CSO’s self-defined priorities, the funding could be 

considered as softly earmarked. The projects and programme support of the Austrian Development 

Agency (ADA) through CSOs is one example. ADA co-funds projects and programmes that are initiated 

by CSOs but match Austria’s high-level goals (Ceelen, Wood and Huesken, 2019[39]) Another example is 

where a through funding mechanism may be used to support a CSO acting as intermediary between the 

member and CSOs in partner countries. The objective of the support, however, may be to strengthen the 

end recipient CSOs and civil society more broadly in partner countries. This is the case with Swedish CSOs 

that are the member’s framework partners and receive what is reported as through support while in turn, 

in some instances, channelling some of the funds they receive to CSOs in partner countries as to support 

(core funding). 

These examples suggest that the ratio of members’ to and through financial support does not provide 

sufficient information to determine whether members’ support mechanisms match objectives or assess the 

balance between their support for CSOs with conditions attached and support to CSOs as independent 

development actors. The literature on the experience of CSOs with both to and through support, and on 

the advantages and disadvantages of each, helps to complement the information that can be gleaned from 

the data. 

A number of literature sources reinforce the prevalence of through support that is conditional or earmarked 

to meet member-defined objectives. The GPEDC 2019 monitoring exercise finds CSOs in 82% of 

monitored countries reported that the funding priorities and mechanisms of support for CSOs are “driven 

by development partners’ own programming interests or tied directly to implementation of their own 
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priorities”, such that CSOs “consider themselves more as implementers rather than as equal partners and 

actors in their own right” (OECD/UNDP, 2019, p. 133[11]).16 This conforms to findings elsewhere that 

members’ support through CSOs is experienced as being strongly “donor-driven” (i.e. conditional, directive 

or earmarked) and designed to meet members’ pre-defined objectives (Bushan et al., 2018, p. 162[21]). 

Some member evaluations attest to the conditional nature of financial support for CSOs while highlighting 

the pitfalls. For example, an evaluation of civil society support modalities at the Swedish International 

Development Cooperation Agency (Sida) headquarters and Swedish embassies over 2007-13 found that 

CSOs were mainly used as a means or a tool to implement programming targeting objectives set by Sida 

and the embassies (Nilsson et al., 2013, pp. 79, 84, 88[40]). The evaluation further noted that rather than 

strengthening civil society, this instrumental approach “undermine[s] the credibility of CSOs, weakens their 

accountability to their own stakeholders and shift[s] this towards the donors, make[s] it difficult for CSO 

[sic] to engage in longer term planning such as for their own policy and capacity development, and make[s] 

the claims by adversaries that certain CSOs are donor agents more believable among the public” (Nilsson 

et al., 2013, p. 90[40]) This approach can lead CSOs to deviate from their mandates and strategic plans as 

they seek to match donors’ ever-changing priorities (Sida, 2019, p. 10[37]). 

A joint evaluation of member support for civil society engagement in policy dialogue, led by the Danish 

International Development Agency (Danida), reached a similar conclusion. It found that when members’ 

own agendas dominate the CSO support they provide, civil society’s independence and initiatives are 

threatened and the concept of a vibrant and pluralist civil society as a public good or “an end in itself” is 

undermined (Itad Ltd and COWI, 2012, p. 101[41]).17 Given changing member priorities, this also threatens 

investment in long-term change processes and can lead to the neglect of some agendas that are worthy 

of support because they may not fall within member priorities of the moment (Itad Ltd and COWI, 2012, 

p. 101[41]). 

Funding mechanisms designed to meet “donor-defined” objectives also tend to be for short-term initiatives, 

with what has been called a growing “projectisation” of members’ CSO support (CIVICUS, 2015, pp. 150-

151[42]). On one hand, short-term project support is appreciated by small or more nascent CSOs as it tends 

to have lower barriers to entry and is thus easier to access than core support. On the other hand, its short-

term, directive nature means it lacks predictability, so that CSOs struggle to implement the actions 

necessary for long-term change (results) and to build and maintain their fundamental capacities, expertise 

and operations (CIVICUS, 2015, pp. 150-152[42]; Haynes, Ireland and Duke, 2019, p. 4[43]). Further, as 

CSOs “hop from subject to subject” in search of support for one short-term project after another, they are 

less able to build and maintain the relationships with constituencies and beneficiaries that are a necessary 

component of local ownership and CSOs’ accountability (CIVICUS, 2015, p. 152[42]). A recent study on 

funding of CSOs and their networks concludes there is a “disconnect between managerialist approaches 

to civil society funding, characterised by competitive, short-termist and results-driven agendas, and the 

desire of institutional donors to support a sustainable and thriving civil society through flexible and 

responsive funding” (Haynes, Ireland and Duke, 2019, p. 4[43]). 

These issues are further illustrated in members’ efforts to strengthen the coherence of humanitarian, 

development and peace actions. As noted in a 2017 evaluation of Finnish CSOs, the bifurcation of 

humanitarian and development financing mechanisms can limit the ability of CSOs to operate in the 

humanitarian-development nexus, given the separate windows and time frames of members’ funding, an 

absence of flexibility to frame programming around the nexus, and the short duration of humanitarian 

funding cycles (Brusset et al., 2017, pp. 3, 15, 19[44]). CSOs’ own siloed operating modalities and limited 

long-term consideration of exit strategies in humanitarian programming are a related impediment that, 

combined with member conditions, results in compartmentalisation rather than the co-ordination and 

coherence needed to address the nexus (Brusset et al., 2017, pp. 15, 16[44]). 

Core funding to CSOs averts some of the reported disadvantages of donor-driven, projectised support 

through CSOs. Core funding tends to be relatively long term (five years or more) and thus somewhat 

predictable, while it is also considered relatively flexible in that it supports a CSO’s mission or objectives 
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rather than a specific project (Wood and Fällman, 2013, p. 147[45]; National Audit Office, 2006, pp. 18-

19[46]). Predictability and flexibility are said to enable CSOs to implement the kinds of actions needed for 

long-term transformative change, address new issues and opportunities arising in changing contexts and 

innovate, and help to foster collaboration and learning across CSOs (Itad Ltd and COWI, 2012[41]; Sida, 

2019[37]). Moreover, support of CSOs’ own objectives allows them to pursue their work in ways that are 

locally owned and demand-driven rather than donor-driven. Core funding enables CSOs to focus on 

implementation of their core work of achieving development results and on their relationships with partner 

country constituencies. It also means more time and resources are available for CSOs to maintain their 

day-to-day operations while investing in strengthening their organisational capacities (Staniforth, 2009, 

p. 9[47]). 

Core funding has challenges, however. Members fear that recipient CSOs may become overly reliant on 

such funding and lose motivation to innovate (Staniforth, 2009, p. 8[47]). The most significant challenge is 

demonstrating results. Unless objectives for the core funding agreement and associated results and 

indicators are clearly articulated, CSOs and members that provide core support can find it difficult to 

demonstrate the effectiveness of core funding (National Audit Office, 2006, pp. 18-19[46]; Staniforth, 2009, 

pp. 8-9[47]).18 Pressure to demonstrate results was one of the reasons that the Department for International 

Development (DFID) of the United Kingdom switched from core-type support for CSOs, under what were 

called Partnership Programme Agreements, to project support using calls for proposals following its 2016 

Civil Society Partnerships Review. Its aim, in part, was to be able to better assess CSO proposals on value 

for money – that is, on development results achieved for money spent (DFID, 2016, p. 11[48]). OECD DAC 

recommends that members make better use of the recipient’s results monitoring and reporting systems to 

help resolve the challenge around demonstrating results, although this requires acknowledging that results 

might not be fully attributable to the member’s contribution (OECD DAC, 2019, p. 6[38]). 

Processes using competitive calls for proposals have been found to have a mixed record as a means of 

allocating funding through CSOs.19 On one hand, calls for proposals are appreciated for their transparency, 

as the requirements are open for all to see (Karlstedt et al., 2015, p. 22[49]). On the other hand, calls tend 

to be donor-driven, given that parameters (conditions) for the competition must be set by the member. In 

addition, competitive processes “can inhibit or distort co-operation between CSOs operating in the same 

space for the same goals of leaving no one behind” (Bushan et al., 2018, p. 163[6]). Calls are also found to 

place a high administrative burden on both members and CSOs due to the need to process many 

applicants, of which only some are successful (Karlstedt et al., 2015, p. 22[49]). A 2012 evaluation of CSO 

support provided by Australian Aid (then called AusAID) noted the further challenge that smaller, more 

nascent CSOs often lack the time, resources and capacity to fulfil the demands of competitive calls and so 

do not bother to apply, limiting outreach (Howell and Hall, 2012, p. 20[50]). 

Notably, core funding shares these challenges of administrative burden and accessibility. There are 

significant administrative costs in initially identifying appropriate CSOs, taking due diligence steps to screen 

for systems and other capacity, negotiating terms and outcomes, and building trust (Itad Ltd and COWI, 

2012, p. 88[41]; Karlstedt et al., 2015, p. 22[49]). These are front-end obstacles and costs, however. Over 

the long term, core support should come with reduced transaction costs as these long-term arrangements 

with trusted partners require less frequent and more strategic reporting than project/programme support 

requires (Itad Ltd and COWI, 2012, p. 88[41]). 

Moreover, smaller and less experienced CSOs tend to have difficulty meeting the criteria for programme 

and financial management capacity and track record and as a result, they cannot access core support 

(Ceelen, Wood and Huesken, 2019, p. 38[39]). Another of the aims of DFID’s switch from core-type support 

to project support following the Civil Society Partnerships Review was to make funding available for a 

broader range of CSOs, including smaller ones that had struggled to meet the Partnership Programme 

Agreement funding requirements (DFID, 2016, p. 9[48]). Core support mechanisms can be designed to be 

accessible to smaller and less experienced CSOs, however. Sida, for instance, is actively exploring fresh 

approaches to core support for smaller CSOs and diverse civil society actors, including by experimenting 
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with a guarantee instrument to enable financial risk sharing between Sida and its Swedish CSO partners 

(Sida, 2019, pp. 12, 13[37]). 

In sum, the ratio of members’ to and through financial support for CSOs is too blunt an instrument for 

assessing the degree to which members’ financial support is designed to meet the strengthening civil 

society objective or, in contrast, to meet other, member-defined objectives. Nuanced interpretation is 

required to better understand the degree to which a member’s through funding mechanism is more or less 

conditional and directive. 

There is room for both types of financial support mechanisms for CSOs, as each has different advantages 

and disadvantages. When designing mechanisms and determining the appropriate mechanism mix, 

members should keep in mind the objective of strengthening a pluralist civil society in partner countries. 

Ideally, members would have mechanisms that aim to meet this objective. At minimum, they need to ensure 

that their financial support for CSOs does no harm to CSOs and the civil society sector. 

The risk of harm relates to the fact that a reliance on financial support mechanisms through CSOs, and in 

which objectives are defined by members alone, can undercut CSOs’ ability to operate in ways that are 

demand-driven and responsive to the priorities of the CSOs’ partners and constituents on the ground, thus 

hindering local ownership and accountability. Significantly, this in turn can fuel perceptions that CSOs are 

simply agents of foreign powers – that is, of members. Additionally, reliance on through support can make 

it difficult for CSOs to plan for the long term and respond flexibly to changing contexts. It can hinder CSOs’ 

investment in their institutional capacity. Further, such reliance can lead to gaps in support for civil society 

actors in partner countries. When these actors are not aligned with member-defined priorities, members 

may invest in and indeed foster civil society and CSOs that are not sufficiently locally rooted and 

accountable and do not reflect the real range of civil society actors in partner countries. 

On the whole, therefore, working with CSOs solely as a means to reach other, member-defined objectives 

not only fails to meet the objective of strengthening a pluralist civil society in partner countries. It can 

undermine this objective. Core support for CSOs can address some of the issues arising from donor-driven 

through support. However, core support also has potential downsides that need to be mitigated, among 

them the due diligence standards that can make core support less available to a wide swathe of civil 

society. 

1.6. Who receives financial support 

Existing guidance 

The 2012 Partnering with Civil Society guidance does not state outright that there is a need for more direct 

financing for partner country CSOs. However, this is implied in the call to expand the scope of members’ 

CSO partnerships to better meet objectives, including the objective of strengthening civil society in partner 

countries (lessons 4 and 7) (OECD, 2012, pp. 21, 31[7]). The need for more direct CSO financing also flows 

logically from the development effectiveness commitment to local ownership; providing more support and 

funding tools for local organisations is also a Grand Bargain commitment (workstream 2) (Inter-Agency 

Standing Committee, 2020[51]).20 

Noting the tendency of members to support CSOs they are most familiar with – that is, well-established, 

international development or rights and democracy CSOs – the guidance also encourages outreach to a 

broader swathe of civil society (lesson 4) (OECD, 2012, p. 4[7]). Support for and engagement with diverse 

civil society actors can help members to work with the most appropriate types of actors (formal or 

otherwise) to reach a given objective in a given context. 
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Insights from the literature: Ongoing challenges and lessons 

Members’ financial support is largely for member country-based or international CSOs, according to OECD 

statistics. In 2017, member country CSOs received approximately ten times more member funding than 

did partner country CSOs. Statistics on flows for different types of CSOs are presented in Figure 2.8 in 

Chapter 2. Studies show that even where partner country-based CSOs have adopted the professionalised, 

managerialist practices that help them to meet member requirements (e.g. use of monitoring and 

evaluation systems), members still tend to prefer to support non-local CSOs (Suarez and Gugerty, 2016, 

p. 2634[52]). 

As noted, member country and international CSOs, for the most part, work with partner country CSOs (or 

other organisational types) at partner country level, which often involves a capacity development 

component. In effect, these partner country-based CSOs end up facing challenges like those discussed in 

Section 1.5 in terms of the necessity to meet member-defined priorities, as these cascade down via 

member country or international CSOs (OECD/UNDP, 2016, p. 47[53]). Member country and international 

CSOs have some work to do to change their ways of doing business towards “role sharing and the 

strengthening of local structures” (Bushan et al., 2018, p. 164[6]). As they also explore how to provide more 

financial support directly to partner country CSOs, members can ensure that their financial support 

mechanisms better enable member country and international CSOs to make such changes by addressing 

some of the challenges discussed in Section 1.5. 

Even capacity development efforts by member country or international CSOs produce mixed results for 

partner country CSOs. Brusset et al. (2017, p. 14[44]), in their evaluation of CSOs receiving programme-

based and humanitarian assistance support from Finland, found the relationships of Finnish CSOs with 

their partner CSOs “are often directive rather than aiming at greater independence of local civil society, as 

relations with local partners are more sub-contracting than consultative”. As a result, capacity development 

of partner country CSOs is focused on effective project implementation rather than on organisational 

capacity development or on building accountability at partner country level through constituency feedback 

mechanisms or other means (Brusset et al., 2017, pp. 45-46[44]). Similarly, a 2018 evaluation of Norway’s 

CSO support found that Norwegian CSOs’ capacity development of partner country CSOs has focused 

more on administration, finance and programme implementation and less on the partners’ internal 

governance or accountability systems (Tjønneland et al., 2018, p. 50[54]). A 2018 evaluation of Icelandic 

CSOs also concluded that some CSO projects had not invested in organisational capacity development of 

local partners and, on the whole, had “done little to strengthen the partner CSOs at country level” 

(Ljungman and Nilsson, 2018, p. 10[55]). 

As discussed, members’ CSO funding tends to favour better known, formal CSOs, which means that 

members’ support may overlook the varied types of civil society actors, such as traditional forms (e.g. faith-

based, trade unions, professional associations, etc.); the growing body of hybrid forms including social 

enterprises; and other more informal, fluid forms of civil society action that are on the rise (Youngs, 

2015[56]). While the CSOs that members are most used to working with may have “high visibility”, they may 

be marginally significant relative to the “wider array of associational life” active in partner countries (Sogge, 

2019[57]). 

Member evaluations, noting that broadening the reach of their support is a challenge for members, make 

similar recommendations to those in Partnering with Civil Society (OECD, 2012, p. 21[7]). An evaluation of 

Swedish support, for instance, noted a tendency to favour “large, well-reputed CSOs that can handle large 

amounts of resources” that is due in part to a shortage of member resources to administer CSO support 

(Nilsson et al., 2013, p. 88[40]). Members are being urged to identify ways to support informal, sometimes 

temporary civil society actors, actions and processes (Itad Ltd and COWI, 2012, pp. 101, 110-111[41]) that 

occasionally “bypass formal CSOs” (INTRAC, 2013, p. 7[58]). Innovative thinking is needed to address the 

new challenge of engaging with these varied actors and actions, but looking “beyond the more 

‘recognisable’ types of civil society groups” that are operating in the development field to sometimes more 
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“enduring institutions that command significant authority and legitimacy in society” can go a long way 

towards broadening the reach of members’ civil society support (Howell and Hall, 2012, pp. 5, 7[50]). 

Multi-donor pooled funding has been suggested as one mechanism that can help members increase their 

direct support for partner country CSOs and potentially broaden members’ reach to a greater diversity of 

civil society actors (INTRAC, 2014, p. 4[59]). For example and despite their modest budgets, some women’s 

funds are able to reach small local women’s organisations and movements with limited absorptive capacity. 

The funds provide modest grants (USD 10 000-30 000) to these civil society actors that members or 

multilateral donors may be unable to directly support for administrative reasons (Wood and Fällman, 2019, 

p. 10[60]). Where members are averse to risks that they associate with direct support for partner country 

CSOs or to less-known civil society actors, pooled funding allows members to share these risks. Further, 

in partner countries where environments for civil society are less than enabling, multi-donor funds can 

demonstrate greater solidarity for civil society groups compared to individually funded programmes. If such 

funds take on an identity separate from the funding sources, this independent image can also help improve 

the fund’s legitimacy. 

Nonetheless, there are identified risks with multi-donor pooled funds of unintended consequences, among 

them displacement of alternative funding opportunities; narrowing of CSO access to interaction with 

members; their potential for being overly supply-driven, based on member-defined objectives; the crowding 

out of nascent CSOs; and the possibility such funds may generate competition rather than collaboration 

among CSOs (INTRAC, 2014, p. 21[59]; CIVICUS, 2015, p. 150[42]). Many of these risks can be mitigated 

with careful design, ongoing monitoring and member engagement. Specific mitigating strategies are 

discussed in a Guidance Note for Danish Missions developed by the International NGO Training and 

Research Centre (INTRAC) and Danida (INTRAC and Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark, 2014[61]). 

In sum, more support should be provided directly to partner country CSOs and support needs to reach a 

diversity of civil society actors. Both of these actions are appropriate to strengthening civil society in partner 

countries. While it is commendable to integrate capacity development of partner country CSOs into CSO 

support, this should be designed to meet local CSO needs and not only programme implementation and 

monitoring needs. Multi-donor funds are another option, with potential pitfalls that need to be watched for 

and avoided. 

1.7. Dialogue and consultation with CSOs and civil society 

Existing guidance 

One of the 12 lessons presented in the 2012 guidance, Partnering with Civil Society, calls on members to 

make their policy dialogue and consultations with CSOs more strategic, useful and meaningful (lesson 5) 

(OECD, 2012, p. 23[7]). Dialogue is mutually beneficial for CSOs and members. It allows members to tap 

into the knowledge, expertise and experience of CSOs, which can help to make members’ policies and 

programmes more relevant, responsive and likely to achieve sustainable development results. For CSOs, 

dialogue provides a channel for information gathering and influencing. For both, it is a way to build mutual 

trust and accountability and to foster and maintain communication and connections beyond the funding 

relationship. 

Engaging in dialogue with civil society is also integral to SDG 16, which addresses the need for responsive, 

inclusive, participatory and representative decision making. Moreover, the type of multi-stakeholder 

partnerships called for in SDG 17 need to be grounded in dialogue inclusive of CSOs. Notably, the 2019 

OECD Recommendation of the Council on Open Government calls on OECD members to provide “equal 

and fair opportunities to be informed and consulted”, to engage stakeholders “in all phases of the policy-

cycle and service design and delivery”, and to make specific efforts to reach out to the most “relevant, 
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vulnerable, underrepresented, or marginalised groups in society” (OECD, 2017[62]). Dialogue is a key 

transparency tool for members as part of their commitments to open governments. 

Insights from the literature: Ongoing challenges and lessons 

The GPEDC 2019 progress report concludes that there is room for improvement in members’ dialogue 

and consultation with CSOs on the design, implementation and monitoring of members’ development co-

operation policies and programmes at partner country level.21 Though CSOs were consulted in the 

preparation of 75% of development partners’ country strategies, multilateral development banks and 

United Nations (UN) agencies undertook consultations more often than did members (OECD/UNDP, 2016, 

p. 129[53]). CSOs in partner countries viewed, consultation with members as not systematic but rather 

episodic and unpredictable (OECD/UNDP, 2019, p. 130[30]). When dialogue does take place, these CSOs 

reported, the agendas are set by members rather than being jointly defined and inclusiveness is not 

achieved (OECD/UNDP, 2019, p. 130[30]). Anecdotal evidence also suggests a lack of co-ordination of 

dialogue with CSOs at partner country level; this can increase transaction costs of dialogue for CSOs and 

lead to dialogue fatigue (OECD/UNDP, 2019, p. 130[30]).22 

Recent studies and evaluations point to gaps in the area of dialogue with CSOs at member country level 

as well. Abrahamson et al. (2019[63]), researchers for the London-based CSO network Bond, argue that 

DFID, in its relationships with CSOs, has moved away from an interactive partnership approach and 

towards a more transactional, contractual approach that is tied to funding agreements. This shift, they note, 

is partly responsible for blocking full implementation of the 2016 Civil Society Partnership Review pledge 

to increase regular, structured policy dialogue with CSOs (Abrahamson et al., 2019[63]; DFID, 2016, pp. 5, 

11[48]).23 A 2016 evaluation of Finland’s programme-based support through CSOs noted that CSOs should 

have more opportunities for dialogue with the broader Ministry for Foreign Affairs beyond the Ministry’s 

Civil Society Unit; this would enable CSOs to share information on the substantive issues they see in their 

day-to-day work in partner countries including civic space restrictions, which in turn could help to 

strengthen coherence in the Finnish response and interventions overall (Stage et al., 2016, pp. 20, 24, 

26[64]). A generally positive review of the European Commission (EC) Policy Forum for Development (which 

takes place in Brussels and at partner country level) identified interest in more in-depth dialogue with 

greater possibility of actually impacting EC policies, and the need for participant selection criteria to ensure 

appropriate representativity, among other findings (Garcia, 2016, p. 2[65]). 

There are numerous resources and examples of good practice in design and implementation of dialogue 

and in consultation with CSOs. The OECD DAC (2018[66]) Framework for Dialogue between the DAC and 

Civil Society Organisations, for instance, institutionalises the DAC’s CSO consultations and outlines 

principles, mechanisms and follow-up steps. Also in 2018, the Office of the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Human Rights, in its Guidelines for States on the Effective Implementation of the Right 

to Participate in Public Affairs, published a series of practical recommendations for institutionalising 

participation and ensuring meaningful participation at all stages of decision making (UN, 2018[67]). The 

Task Team’s 2019 Guidance and Good Practice on CSO Development Effectiveness and Enabling 

Environment contains tips on how to make dialogue institutionalised, timely, accessible and inclusive and 

highlights the need for resourcing and capacity development to support CSO participation (Ceelen, Wood 

and Huesken, 2019[39]). A further example is a 2019 policy brief, developed by the British Columbia Council 

for International Cooperation and the Canadian Council for International Co-operation, calling for 

consultation approaches that reflect the transformative elements of the 2030 Agenda such as human 

rights, participation and leaving no one behind, all of which can strengthen inclusivity (Wayne-Nixon et al., 

2019[68])). 

In sum, dialogue and consultation with CSOs are integral to members’ commitments to openness and 

transparency. They also foster better and potentially more coherent development co-operation, foreign 

policies and programmes by taking advantage of CSOs’ knowledge, expertise and experience including 
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on civic space challenges. Member dialogue with CSOs needs concerted attention so that it is systematic, 

predictable and adequately resourced. Aspects of good practice that require attention include joint agenda 

setting and a process of participant selection that ensures inclusion of varied civil society actors. Absent 

attention to good practice in dialogue, member policies and programmes risk losing relevance and 

credibility and members risk being seen as unaccountable to both CSOs and the people they represent. 

1.8. Administrative requirements 

Existing guidance 

Partnering with Civil Society recommends that members work to minimise the administrative burden on 

themselves and on CSOs that is created by the sometimes onerous procedures and requirements related 

to proposals, funding applications, reporting and auditing (lesson 8) (OECD, 2012, p. 35[7]). When CSOs 

are caught up in meeting the varied requirements of multiple members that provide them support, valuable 

time and resources are not available for CSOs’ core work and achievement of development results. The 

Grand Bargain also recognises the need to better manage the administrative burden associated with 

humanitarian funding. As delineated in paragraph 1 of workstream 9, dedicated to harmonising and 

simplifying reporting requirements, Grand Bargain adherents commit to maintain substantive reporting that 

is of high quality and also “lean enough to allow for the most efficient use of resources to assist people in 

need” (Inter-Agency Standing Committee, 2020[69]). 

Partnering with Civil Society also urges members to reduce transaction costs, for example by ensuring 

their procedures are strategic, streamlined and flexible; providing multi-year core or programme-based 

funding; and adapting requirements to contribution size and risk level. Harmonising requirements across 

members, including through multi-donor pooled funding, is another strategy. Further, members are 

encouraged to use CSOs’ own formats for proposals and reporting and to accept CSOs’ own financial 

audits, where members have assessed these as adequate. Ideally, requirements would be designed to 

incorporate responsiveness to the priorities and approaches that CSO applicants have themselves 

identified with their partners and communities at partner country level. Being responsive to CSOs’ priorities 

and approaches can not only reduce transaction costs but also enhance local ownership (lesson 7) (OECD, 

2012, p. 31[7]). 

Insights from the literature: Ongoing challenges and lessons 

Evidence suggests that both CSOs and members face ongoing heavy administrative burdens associated 

with funding for CSOs. Findings from a CONCORD survey indicate that while the European Union has 

taken steps to ease some of its procedures and requirements for funding CSOs, these remain “so complex 

and so numerous that for most organisations they are simply impenetrable” (CONCORD, 2017, p. 20[70]). 

A recent evaluation of New Zealand’s CSO Partnerships Fund found that the process of concept appraisal 

and contracting was “resource-heavy and lengthy for some partners” (McGillivray et al., 2018, p. 49[71]). As 

noted by CIVICUS (2015, pp. 144, 152[42]), there is widespread concern that member funding applications 

and approval processes can be “lengthy and cumbersome” and that the necessity of complying with 

demanding administrative and reporting requirements drains CSO energies and resources. A CONCORD 

Sweden (2018, p. 10[23]) report suggests that especially in sensitive environments where civic space is 

challenged, members should build in flexibility to the requirements they impose on CSOs (e.g. on-site 

payments versus bank payments, oral versus written follow-up) to allow CSOs to remain focused on their 

operations and security. 

A 2012 study of Norway’s civil society support drew attention to the cascading of transaction costs from 

the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (Norad) through its Norwegian CSO partners and 

again through to the partner country-level partners of these Norwegian CSOs (Abuom et al., 2012, pp. 6, 
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43[72]). European CSOs in the ACT Alliance recently set out to reduce the administrative burden on their 

counterparts in partner countries by harmonising their own requirements for proposals, reporting and 

contracts. They found themselves limited by the requirements placed on them by their funders, concluding 

that “detailed, strict and specific back donor requirements are the main challenge” and “need to be more 

harmonized” (ACT Alliance, 2019, p. 1[73]). 

Members have taken steps towards harmonisation of requirements. Multi-donor pooled funds, for instance, 

emerged as a response to the aid effectiveness principle of co-ordination and harmonisation among 

members (OECD, 2010, pp. 111-112[5]). These funds not only can help to expand the reach of members’ 

CSO support. They also are a means to manage administrative costs of CSO support, although they are 

not always effective in this regard if participating members maintain their own administrative requirements 

or the fund adopts the requirements of the member with the most rigid requirements (INTRAC, 2014, 

p. 5[59]; Task Team on CSO Development Effectiveness and Enabling Environment, 2014, p. 17[74]). 

Beyond pooling, a Sida-led harmonisation initiative involving approximately 15 members sought to reduce 

transaction costs and promote methods of member support for CSOs that could enhance ownership (Sida, 

2019, p. 23[37]). This initiative involved an extensive research process, consultation with CSOs and frank 

assessment by members of the degree to which harmonisation was possible. It led in 2013 to a Code of 

Practice on Donor Harmonisation comprised of the Key Principles for Harmonisation and Alignment, a 

Guideline for Operationalisation of the Key Principles, and a Tool for Commitment and Accountability (Sida, 

2019, p. 26[37]). Though participating members appeared prepared to adhere to the Code, the Code 

continues to lack an institutional home for follow-up. 

In sum, heavy administrative requirements are a burden both for members and for CSOs. For CSOs, the 

day-to-day demands of meeting members’ many and varied requirements mean less time, energy and 

resources are available to dedicate to their core development work. These requirements are a distraction 

from the achievement of development results that cascade down to CSOs’ partners at partner country 

level. Streamlining of each member’s requirements and aligning these where feasible to CSOs’ 

administrative systems can help to addressing the administrative burden for CSOs and members. 

Harmonisation of member requirements also needs attention, though multi-donor pooled funds are only a 

partial solution. Work that has already been done, reflected in the Code of Practice on Donor 

Harmonisation, needs to be revisited. 

1.9. Monitoring for results and learning 

Existing guidance 

Members are under pressure to demonstrate – to their publics, parliaments and other government 

departments – that their ODA investments deliver development results. This is an understandable and 

necessary pressure. It is the ability to demonstrate results that helps to maintain buy-in for members’ 

development assistance, whether through CSOs and otherwise. Further, the necessity of showing 

progress in achieving the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs is reinvigorating interest in results management 

(Vähämäki and Verger, 2019, pp. 25-26[75]). 

The 2012 Partnering with Civil Society guidance underscores the importance of demonstrating the results 

of members’ funding for CSOs. But it calls for results that are realistic, relevant and useful to the CSO 

recipients of funding and, related to the Section 1.8 discussion of administrative requirements, it also calls 

for monitoring and reporting methods that are not overly burdensome (lesson 10) (OECD, 2012, p. 39[7]). 

Setting objectives and indicators jointly with CSOs, or even relying on CSO-defined indicators, can help to 

ensure this relevance and ownership. Partnering with Civil Society also encourages the use of monitoring, 

reporting and evaluations by members and by CSOs, not solely as a compliance tool but also for lesson 
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learning that then together inform the planning and implementation of initiatives (lesson 12) (OECD, 2012, 

p. 45[7]). 

Insights from the literature: Ongoing challenges and lessons 

Much has been written about how an inflexible application of results-based management (RBM) can 

impede the effectiveness of members’ work with CSOs. Not only can this increase transaction costs for 

CSOs and members. It also can hinder risk taking and innovation and favour quantitative, relatively quick-

win results rather than the more complex and sometimes unpredictable institutional and social 

transformations needed for long-term sustainable change. See, for example, (Wood and Fällman, 2013, 

p. 149[45]; Itad Ltd and COWI, 2012, pp. 7-8[41]; Vähämäki and Verger, 2019, pp. 5, 22[75]). These types of 

negative effects are reflected in a recent evaluation of Norad’s support for Norwegian CSOs. According to 

the evaluation, RBM comes with a risk of “crowding out” intangible but possibly transformational results 

while potentially focusing on results that are less relevant to partner country CSOs and their constituencies 

and beneficiaries (Tjønneland et al., 2018, p. 55[54]). Elsewhere, rigid application of RBM is seen to risk 

crowding out more nascent CSOs or diverse civil society actors with limited results management 

experience (INTRAC, 2013, p. 5[58]). The Norwegian evaluation concluded that the increasing emphasis 

on delivering and documenting results fosters an instrumental approach by Norwegian CSOs, whereby 

they use their local CSO partners as programme implementers, rather than an intrinsic partnership 

approach for strengthening civil society in the long term (Tjønneland et al., 2018, p. 52[54]). According to 

the CIVICUS 2015 State of Civil Society Report, new ways of measuring CSOs’ contributions to 

development must be found due to the difficulty of proving results of CSO actions that contribute to 

structural change over time relative to discrete, measurable deliverables (CIVICUS, 2015, p. 152[42]). 

The intended aim of the RBM method has always been to allow for iterative programme planning and 

implementation, i.e. to generate a process of learning from monitoring and adjusting accordingly 

throughout the programme cycle. As the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Finland (2015, p. 8[76]) outlined in its 

2015 guidance to support RBM across the country’s development co-operation, the use of information from 

results monitoring for the purposes of learning and improving performance is one of the RBM principles. 

However, Vähämäki and Verger (2019, p. 26[75])], in a recent OECD working paper on learning from RBM 

evaluations and reviews, conclude that members rarely use results information to inform decisions and 

provide programming direction, a conclusion that can presumably be extended to members’ CSO 

programming.24 The issue is not so much RBM per se, but how it is implemented (Vähämäki and Verger, 

2019, p. 29[75]). An OECD DAC Evaluation Insights Working Paper noted that a “mechanistic” interpretation 

of RBM leads CSOs to use monitoring simply to tally results rather than as a tool for lessons learning to 

inform planning (INTRAC, 2013, p. 5[58]). Evidence also points to gaps in CSOs’ capacity to develop sound 

theories of change and thus to monitor, and learn from, the impacts of CSOs’ programmes (INTRAC, 2013, 

p. 4[58]). 

Attention is increasingly focused on the need for results management approaches that are appropriate to 

the complexities of development and on the need for relevant, locally owned results. Theories of change 

are meant to be one such approach. A theory of change is akin to a logical framework analysis. The primary 

difference is that a theory of change is less linear, showing varied possible pathways to change and 

providing more analytical information as to why these pathways are anticipated (Bisits Bullen, 2014[77]). 

Adaptive management is also getting increased consideration as a new approach to results management. 

Central to this approach are a strong power analysis to inform planning and implementation; flexibility, 

adaptation and path adjustment based on learning in changing contexts; and a high level of trust between 

members and their implementing partners (Vähämäki and Verger, 2019, pp. 30, 32-33[75]). 

Guidance and lessons learning on adaptive management approaches are available from varied sources 

including the Thinking and Working Politically Community of Practice and Doing Development Differently, 

which since 2018 has been associated with a new Global Learning for Adaptive Management initiative.25 
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Lessons from member-funded CSOs seeking to implement adaptive management are also emerging, 

among them the Oxfam From Poverty to Power blog.26 A recent open access issue of The Foundation 

Review contains insights on collaborative learning and adaptive management from various foundations’ 

programmes that are applicable to members and the CSOs they support.27 More generally, INTRAC 

maintains an online monitoring and evaluation resource, the M&E Universe, where short papers on various 

monitoring, evaluation and learning-related topics can be found.28 

In sum, monitoring and evaluation is critically important for both members and CSOs to be able to 

demonstrate that ODA for CSOs is achieving development results. But when monitoring for results 

becomes less about assessing how transformative a CSO is and more about its compliance with the terms 

of an agreement, monitoring for results can have counterproductive effects. Overly rigid use of RBM can 

undermine the very capabilities members cite as reasons they choose to work with CSOs, such as the 

ability to innovate and take risks; be flexible and responsive to beneficiaries and constituencies on the 

ground and to changing contexts; and address complex institutional and social transformations needed for 

long-term sustainable change. Results management needs to be applied in the iterative, adaptive way it 

was intended to be used, whereby learning and course correction are integrated throughout. An adaptive 

management approach, inclusive of co-defined or CSO-defined indicators, has the potential to better 

assess CSOs’ contributions to development that go beyond the kind of discrete, measurable outputs that 

may not even lead to long-term sustainable results. 

As members continue to adjust and improve their results management approaches, drawing from the body 

of good practice and lessons-sharing resources available, investment in CSOs’ capacity will continue to 

be needed. 

1.10. Accountability and transparency of CSOs and members 

Existing guidance 

Partnering with Civil Society points to the need for increased accountability and transparency from 

members and CSOs alike, noting that accountability is not a one-way street with accountability required 

only of CSOs to members (lesson 11) (OECD, 2012, p. 43[7]). Relationships of accountability for results 

and for the ODA spent to achieve those results include CSO members, the beneficiaries and constituents 

of CSO programmes, and the publics in both member and partner countries. Transparency is needed in 

the processes and funding allocations of members and CSOs alike if CSOs are to avoid being seen as 

opaque or poorly managed. 

Insights from the literature: Ongoing challenges and lessons 

CSO accountability and perceptions of their accountability are critical to their effectiveness, whether as 

independent development actors or as implementers for members. Studies show there is disillusionment 

with CSOs due to actual and perceived accountability shortfalls. For example, the 2017 Edelman Trust 

Barometer found trust in NGOs dropped from the previous year (Edelman Holdings, 2017[78]).29 There is a 

sense that CSOs are overly focused on the pursuit of funding opportunities and are losing touch with 

publics (Goldsmith, 2015[79]). These perceptions echo those reported in the 2011 Civil Society Index, which 

found CSOs were increasingly seen as lacking the legitimacy that derives from connection and solidarity 

with local partners and beneficiaries (CIVICUS, 2011[80]). 

In the development co-operation domain, concern has grown over the tendency of CSOs to prioritise their 

relationship of upward accountability to their funders, which for a vast majority of CSOs are members.30 

Yet to build and maintain the public trust that is so critical to the legitimacy of individual CSOs and of the 

civil society sector, it is necessary to have effective CSOs that are invested in accountability at the partner 

country level where they work. This in turn can also strengthen the case against the type of regulatory 
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restrictions by partner country governments that shrink the space for CSOs to operate.31 In effect, CSO 

effectiveness, accountability and transparency can be seen as the “other side of the enabling environment 

coin” (Ceelen, Wood and Huesken, 2019, p. 13[39]). 

Members’ accountability focus tends to be directed towards home – to their institutions, wider governments 

and the public. Yet members cannot neglect accountability and transparency at partner country level. 

Paying attention to accountability and transparency at partner country level should begin with a solid 

understanding of the fact that how members support and engage with CSOs has the potential to negatively 

affect CSOs’ accountability in partner countries. This study’s discussion of members’ financial support, 

administrative and results monitoring requirements, in particular, aims to help build this understanding. 

CSOs’ accountability needs strengthening in various ways. For example, the GPEDC 2019 progress report 

highlights the need for more and more inclusive co-ordination among CSOs, which not only helps to foster 

unity in the sector but can make interface with governments more effective while also reducing duplication 

(OECD/UNDP, 2019, pp. 67-68[30]). The use of participatory methods, empowerment-focused 

programming, constituency feedback and means such as human rights-based approaches can help to 

foster CSOs’ accountability at partner country level (Ceelen, Wood and Huesken, 2019, pp. 26-34[39]). An 

important aspect of accountability in the current development landscape relates to prevention of sexual 

exploitation, abuse and harassment by CSO staff and volunteers. The 2019 DAC Recommendation on 

Ending Sexual Exploitation, Abuse, and Harassment in Development Co-operation and Humanitarian 

Assistance is a framework to support, guide and incentivise governments to take more robust action to 

prevent and respond to sexual exploitation, abuse and harassment, including in their capacity as donors 

(OECD DAC, 2019[81]). The Recommendation is intended to assist both members and implementing 

partners, including CSOs, to align their actions to prevent and respond to sexual exploitation, abuse and 

harassment. As the Recommendation is implemented and monitored, evidence and lessons will become 

available as to whether and how members’ CSO partners are applying the Recommendation standards.32 

Self-regulation is another important means for CSOs to address their accountability, individually and 

collectively. While it is the subject of considerable literature, there is limited member promotion. One 

resource for effective, self-managed CSO self-regulation is the Task Team’s 2019 Guidance and Good 

Practice on CSO Development Effectiveness and Enabling Environment, which includes tips on 

consultative design, monitoring for compliance and sanctioning of non-compliance (Ceelen, Wood and 

Huesken, 2019, p. 26[39]). Global-level initiatives promoting self-regulation include the Global Standard for 

CSO Accountability (Global Standard for CSO Accountability, n.d.[82]) and the Istanbul Principles for CSO 

Development Effectiveness (CSO Partnership for Development Effectiveness, 2018[83]). Literature that 

covers specific initiatives from which lessons can be drawn includes, among others, (Sidel, 2010[84]; 

Gugerty, 2010[85]; CSO Partnership for Development Effectiveness, 2016[86]) on various countries and 

(Prakash and Gugerty, 2010[87]) on various countries and sectors. 

Members also need to demonstrate transparency at partner country level. The GPEDC 2019 progress 

report (OECD/UNDP, 2019[30]) shows there is considerable discrepancy between the perspectives of 

development partners, CSOs and governments on the extent to which development partners make 

information about their CSO support available to the public and to partner country governments. The 

perception is that information at the aggregate level of flows is made available more than details on 

partners, programmes and sectors, for example, with the majority of development partners not seen as 

making available information on their support for member country or international CSOs available 

(OECD/UNDP, 2019, pp. 136-137[30]). 

These perspectives are echoed in a multi-member evaluation of support for civil society which concludes 

that detailed information about members’ policies and support for CSOs tends to be neither available nor 

accessible at partner country level (Itad Ltd and COWI, 2012, p. 104[41]). While details on some funding 

flows should be treated with discretion to avoid placing CSO recipients that may be working on sensitive 

issues at risk in restrictive environments, greater transparency regarding flows would be beneficial. It could 
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not only improve perceptions of member accountability and transparency at partner country level but might 

also lead to more positive perceptions of accountability of the CSOs that members support. 

The International Aid Transparency Initiative (IATI) is sometimes touted as the solution to the transparency 

challenge. Although the number of CSOs reporting to IATI on the flows they receive from members is 

increasing, the dataset is currently not easily disaggregated to provide a picture of members’ CSO flows, 

programmes and locations at partner country level (Ceelen, Wood and Huesken, 2019, p. 42[39]).33 

In sum, implementation of accountability and transparency practices by CSOs and by members, especially 

focused at partner country level, is not simply the right thing to do but also an important strategy towards 

countering restrictions on CSOs. Lack of both accountability and of connection to partner country 

constituencies and publics leaves CSOs vulnerable. Members need to be more fully aware that they share 

some responsibility with CSOs for CSOs’ accountability at partner country level and should ensure that the 

ways they support and engage with CSOs do no harm to CSOs’ partner country-level accountability. 

Members would benefit from referring to the findings and action points of this study to self-assess whether 

their policies and practices of CSO support and engagement are as conducive as possible to reinforce 

CSOs’ accountability at partner country level. 

Moreover, members can support CSOs in numerous ways to strengthen their accountability, with emphasis 

on downward accountability at partner country level. These range from promoting CSO co-ordination and 

investing in CSO self-regulation to implementing standards of the DAC Recommendation on Ending 

Sexual Exploitation, Abuse, and Harassment in Development Co-operation and Humanitarian Assistance. 

At the same time, transparency regarding members’ country-specific flows for CSOs is a longstanding 

request of partner country stakeholders and particularly but not exclusively of partner country governments. 

However, such transparency is not sufficiently developed. 

Chapter 2, building on this discussion of ongoing challenges in how members work with civil society, 

presents findings from the surveys of members and CSO networks conducted between November 2018 

and March 2019. 
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Notes

1 These calculations are based on 2017 constant prices. 

2 The OECD figure on private contributions from CSOs is considered to under-represent the total amount 

of such contributions, as the figures are reported not from CSOs themselves but from DAC members. See 

(OECD, 2011, p. 10[88]) at http://www.oecd.org/dac/peer-

reviews/Final_How_DAC_members_work_with_CSOs ENGLISH.pdf. 

3 These commitments are reflected in the GPEDC monitoring framework Indicator 2: CSOs operate within 

an environment that maximises their engagement in and contribution to development. See (GPEDC, 

2018[93]) at http://effectivecooperation.org/pdf/2018_Monitoring_Guide_National_Coordinator.pdf. 

4 1Part IAnnex A presents additional information on sources and methods used for this study. 

5 The civil society sector is referred to variously as the non-profit sector, the voluntary sector, the third 

sector, or the non-governmental organisation or NGO sector. 

6 For additional discussion on informality and fluidity, see Youngs (2015[56]) at https://eba.se/wp-

content/uploads/2015/04/Rapport-2015-01-med-framsida_f%C3%B6r_web.pdf. See also Smith (2010[11]) 

on “hybridization” at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polsoc.2010.06.003. 

7 See, for example, Franklin (2017[91]) for a summary discussion of the rise of community foundations and 

philanthropy that mobilise human and financial capital towards improving lives and livelihoods, at 

https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1382&context=tfr. 

8 See, for example, the OECD (2019[97]) report regarding aid for CSOs at 

https://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-topics/Aid-for-CSOs-

2019.pdf. Also see the OECD (2018[92]) Development Co-operation Report at 

https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/dcr-2018-en.  

9 The surveys conducted for this study and the study itself use the term “partner country” to denote a 

country receiving official development assistance. The term “developing country” is occasionally used in 

this document when a source uses that term. For example, DAC reporting directives refer to developing 

country-based NGOs. 

10 Partner country-based CSOs can also play this intermediary, donor-type role, although this role is typical 

for member country-based and international CSOs. 

11 On the issue of civic space and technology, see the OECD (2020[36]) Foresight Policy Paper, “Digital 

transformation and the futures of civic space to 2030”. 

12 It is widely recognised that not all of civil society or all CSOs hold and/or operate by what might be 

considered positive social values. See, for instance, OECD (2010, p. 26[5]) at 

https://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264056435-en; Edwards (2009, pp. 53-54[10]); and paragraph 3 in Sogge  

(2019[57]) at https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/transformation/is-civic-space-really-shrinking-and-if-so-

whos-to-blame/. However, this is often forgotten in the discussion on civil society and CSOs in 

development co-operation. Legitimacy claims cannot be based on normative values alone. 
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13 Note that GPEDC monitoring assesses progress of what it refers to as development partners, which 

include not only DAC members but also multilateral development banks, UN agencies and other 

development co-operation providers. 

14 The OECD (2014, p. 39[90]) publication, Engaging with the Public: 12 Lessons from DAC Peer Reviews 

and the Network of DAC Development Communicators, encourages members to leverage partnerships 

to convey development messages, pointing to CSOs as important strategic partners in this task. See 

https://www.oecd.org/dac/peer-reviews/12%20Lessons%20Engaging%20with%20the%20public.pdf. 

15 Monitoring of the DAC Recommendation on the Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus will primarily 

be undertaken through the existing DAC peer review mechanism and supplemented by case studies and 

the sharing of good practice through the DAC’s subsidiary body, the International Network on Conflict and 

Fragility (OECD DAC, 2019, p. 11[31]).  

16 This perspective is largely shared by partner country governments, though development partners’ inputs paint a 

different picture of much greater availability of funding that is either core support or is co-defined between CSOs and 

development partners. See Part II, page 134, of the GPEDC 2019 Progress Report at 

https://doi.org/10.1787/26f2638f-en. 

17 This evaluation was initiated by the International Donor Group on Civil Society and was commissioned 

by three of the group’s members: Danida, the Austrian Development Agency and Sida. 

18 This issue is common to core support for institutions other than CSOs. Members have raised similar 

concerns about core support to multilateral institutions, for instance reporting that with less ability to be 

directive in their funding for multilaterals, they are less able to measure results achieved. See (OECD DAC, 

2019, p. 6[31]) at https://legalinstruments.oecd.org/public/doc/643/643.en.pdf. 

19 Calls for proposals are rarely used to administer core support to CSOs. 

20 Launched in 2016, the Grand Bargain is an agreement among the largest funders and humanitarian aid 

organisations to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of humanitarian action. 

21 The Progress Report is based on submissions from partner country-level actors (e.g. governments, 

CSOs, members and other official donors including multilateral agencies). Its findings therefore do not 

reflect what members might be doing to engage CSOs in dialogue in member countries. 

22 The European Union’s dialogue to develop civil society roadmaps, discussed in Chapter 3, is an example 

of dialogue co-ordination. 

23 Abrahamson et al. (2019[63]) cite the United Kingdom government’s preoccupation with Brexit as an 

additional, significant impediment to DFID-CSO dialogue. See 

https://www.bond.org.uk/sites/default/files/resource-

documents/bond_ensuring_civil_societys_voice_is_heard-online_april_2019_update.pdf.  

24 Note that the research for the working paper drew not only on member evaluations and reviews but also 

those of multilateral agencies. See (Vähämäki and Verger, 2019[75]) at http://www.oecd.org/dac/results-

development/docs/Results-Workshop-Learning-from-RBM-evaluations-FINAL.pdf. 

25 For information on the Thinking and Working Politically Community of Practice, see 

https://twpcommunity.org. A discussion of the Global Learning for Adaptive Management and Doing 

Development Differently initiatives is available at https://www.odi.org/projects/2918-global-learning-

adaptive-management-initiative-glam. 
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26 The Oxfam From Poverty to Power blog is at https://oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/. See also a report on Christian 

Aid’s experience with adaptive management at https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-

documents/12387.pdf. 

27 See https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/tfr/. 

28 The M&E Universe webpage is at https://embed.kumu.io/4130478e59248ce0f8871377a7fb7c4e#me-

universe. 

29 Though NGOs remained the most trusted institution, their trust ranking was virtually the same as that of 

business and higher than media and government.  

30 See, among others, (Ebrahim, 2003[96]) at https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(03)00014-7; (Burger and 

Seabe, 2014[94]) at https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007%2F978-1-4614-8262-8_6; and (Atia and 

Herrold, 2018[95]) at https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-018-9953-6. 

31 Issues related to how members’ policies and practices affect partner country governments’ attitude 

towards and treatment of CSOs, beyond a discussion of how members support CSOs, are beyond the 

remit of this study. These issues include the changing geopolitical landscape, and thus the degree of 

members’ policy influence, and increasingly competing priorities such as investment and trade relative to 

human rights and democratisation. See, for example, (Wood, 2016[89]) at 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09614524.2016.1188882 and (Wood, 2019[21]) at 

https://doi.org/10.22215/etd/2019-m17011. 

32 An Action Plan for such monitoring is under development by the OECD Development Co-operation 

Directorate’s Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment Team in its work with the DAC Network on 

Gender Equality (GenderNet). Monitoring will be done with a multi-stakeholder group, the DAC Reference 

Group on Preventing Sexual Exploitation, Abuse and Harassment. The Action Plan on Monitoring and 

Learning to Support Implementation of the DAC Recommendation on Ending Sexual Exploitation, Abuse, 

and Harassment in Development Co-operation and Humanitarian Assistance includes a menu of 

monitoring and learning areas. Among these are peer learning workshops on key pillars, voluntary reviews, 

a toolkit for reform, regular surveys of member progress, and the existing DAC peer review mechanism. 

More in-depth and frequent monitoring and review were agreed upon within the first five years following 

adoption of the Recommendation. The Recommendation is available at 

https://legalinstruments.oecd.org/en/instruments/OECD-LEGAL-5020. 

33 According to the IATI dashboard, as of September 2019, more than 670 NGOs were reporting to IATI, 

approximately 100 more than were reporting in October 2018. See the IATI dashboard Summary Statistics 

at http://publishingstats.iatistandard.org/summary_stats.html#h_narrative. 

https://oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/
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https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-018-9953-6
https://doi.org/10.1080/09614524.2016.1188882
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This chapter presents a comprehensive picture of how members and civil 

society organisations (CSOs) work together. It draws on responses of 

members and CSOs to two separate surveys conducted over 2018 and 

2019; members’ policy documents that are relevant to their work with civil 

society; and feedback from online and in-person consultations with both 

members and CSOs. This analysis of how members work with civil society 

suggests there is room for improvement and a need for guidance to better 

equip members to enable civil society and CSOs to maximise their 

contributions to development. 

  

2 Working with civil society: Findings 

from surveys and consultations 
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2.1. How members define CSOs and civil society 

Key findings 

There is considerable commonality across members’ definitions of a civil society organisation (CSO). 

There are also differences, especially in the degree to which the diversity of civil society actors is 

reflected in definitions. Civil society is rarely defined. 

The survey of members asked how does your institution define CSOs and civil society?1 Members provided 

quite varied responses.2 Two members (Australia, Canada) cite the definition in the OECD (2010[1]) report, 

Civil Society and Aid Effectiveness: Findings, Recommendations and Good Practice. This definition is also 

used in the OECD (2011, p. 10[2]) report, How DAC Members Work with Civil Society Organisations: An 

Overview. The Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) refers to the DAC definition in the 

OECD (2018, p. 2[3]) report, Aid for Civil Society Organisations, and also in DAC reporting directives. The 

United States Agency for International Development (USAID) does not have a corporate definition of civil 

society but cites the definition of a CSO developed by Johns Hopkins University as an organisation that is 

separate from government, non-profit distributing, self-governing, formal or informal and in which 

participation is voluntary. Some recurring themes in members’ definitions that reflect the Johns Hopkins 

University definition are that CSOs are distinct from the state and the private sector and that they are non-

profit organisations. A few members (Canada, Germany, Iceland, Ireland), specifically state that 

voluntarism is a distinguishing feature of CSOs. For other members, voluntarism is implicit in the concept 

of CSOs as a coming together of people (or citizens) on a voluntary basis in the pursuit of shared 

objectives, interests or ideals. 

The CSO definitions of Belgium, Italy and Spain are enshrined in their laws on development co-operation. 

Italian Law 125/2014 (Italian Agency for Development Cooperation, 2014[4]) sets out six categories of 

CSOs that are considered part of the Italian development co-operation system, inclusive of a category 

dedicated to a category of Italian CSOs awarded advisor status at the United Nations (UN) Economic and 

Social Council in the previous four years. Spanish Law 23/1998 stipulates that in order to receive official 

aid funds, CSOs must be registered under the Registry of Non-Governmental Organizations of 

Development (Government of Spain, 2014[5]). A non-governmental development organisation (NGDO) is 

further defined as an organisation that includes, as one of its purposes, promotion of the principles and 

objectives of international co-operation as stipulated in Law 23/1998. Article 2 of the Belgian Law on 

Development Co-operation defines a CSO as a “non‐state and non‐profit entity in which people organize 

themselves to pursue common goals or ideals” (Government of Belgium, 2013[6]).3 CSOs applying for 

funding from some of Belgium’s support mechanisms must demonstrate that they meet the CSO definition 

in the Law on Development Co-operation as well as criteria in the Royal Decree of 11 September 2016 on 

non-governmental co-operation (Government of Belgium, 2016[7]). 

As discussed in Section 1.2, many types of organisations are considered to be CSOs, and this is reflected 

in members’ definitions of CSOs and how they refer to them in policy documents. Examples of CSO types 

are at times specific to the individuals, communities or causes represented. These include diaspora or 

migrant organisations (Belgium); gender and lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender organisations 

(European Commission (EC)); and NGDOs (Belgium and Portugal). Some organisations fall in a grey area, 

considered CSOs by some members but not so by others. Research and academic institutions, for 

example, are a separate organisational category for some members including Belgium and the French 

Development Agency (AFD). Occasionally, a member’s CSO definition includes non-formal associations 

of civil society (EC, Czech Republic, USAID). Members’ CSO definitions also commonly refer to the activity 

arenas – e.g. cultural, environmental, social and economic, civic and political – engaged in by the CSO. 

Two members (EC, Spain) specify the non-partisan nature of CSOs and their activities. 



60    

DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE COMMITTEE MEMBERS AND CIVIL SOCIETY © OECD 2020 
  

A distinction between civil society and CSOs is not always made in members’ policies or survey responses. 

For many, civil society seems to be understood as the collection of CSOs. For others, civil society is seen 

as a broader sphere of human activity (Finland); of initiatives and social movements (Germany, Canada, 

Ireland); and of the individuals engaging in this sphere such as volunteers, artists or journalists (Czech 

Republic). 

In sum, the way members define and refer to CSOs has much in common with the OECD and DAC 

definitions of CSOs and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) as non-profit, non-state entities in which 

people organise to pursue common interests (Section 1.2). However, there are also considerable 

differences. These differences may lead to confusion across members. The differences also suggest that 

some members are more inclusive in the range of civil society actors that they support and engage with. 

The broader concept of civil society is rarely defined. 

2.2. Member CSO and/or civil society policies 

Key findings 

 There is considerable variation in the types of document that members consider to be a policy 

for working with CSOs and/or civil society, and these include legislation, policies, strategies, 

guidelines, principles and action plans. 

 Most members (22 respondents) have some form of policy covering CSOs and/or civil society 

and for 16 of these, their policy is specific to either CSOs and/or civil society. 

 Three members indicate they are developing policies and four indicate they do not have a policy. 

 Policies are being developed in consultation with CSOs, and some members involve CSOs in 

policy monitoring. 

 Integration of civil society-related issues across other policies, inclusive of but even beyond 

development and foreign policy, is insufficiently addressed by members. 

According to survey responses, the majority of members (22, 76%) have in place some form of 

policy/strategy for working with CSOs and/or civil society.4,5,6,7 The type of document that members 

consider to be a policy for working with CSOs and/or civil society varies. Some have CSO and/or civil 

society-specific policies in the form of legislation (e.g. Portugal’s NGDO Charter), multi-year or annual 

plans (e.g. Poland), policies (e.g. Canada), strategies (e.g. Germany), principles (e.g. Swedish 

International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida)), or guidelines (e.g. Finland). 

Of the 22 members that indicated they have a policy, 22 (73%) refer to a document specific to CSOs and/or 

civil society in development. For instance, the Netherlands’ 2014 CSO policy, Dialogue and Dissent, is not 

only CSO-specific but is exclusive to partnerships with CSOs in a lobbying and advocacy role (Government 

of the Netherlands, 2014[8]). The policies referred to by 6 of these 22 members are broader development 

policies that also address CSOs and/or civil society.  

Three members indicate they are developing policies. Irish Aid, for example, is updating its 2008 policy, 

with completion anticipated in 2019. The Spanish Agency for International Development Cooperation 

(AECID) 2018-21 master plan for development co-operation commits to elaborating a strategy for 

collaboration with CSOs (Government of Spain, 2018[9]). In the case of Belgium, the Royal Decree of 11 

September 2016 addresses the practical and political implementation of Belgium’s support for CSOs in 

development co-operation and, combined with a theory of change for this support under finalisation, will 

make up Belgium’s CSO policy (Government of Belgium, 2016[7]).  
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Another four members indicate that they do not have a CSO and/or civil society policy. Of these, New 

Zealand is revisiting its approach to CSOs following a 2018 evaluation, while Hungary does not indicate 

that a policy is planned for. The Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (Norad) (2018[10]) 

published “guiding principles” for its support for civil society. But because Norad does not have the authority 

to make policy per se, Norway considers it does not have a specific CSO and/or civil society policy. 

However, partnership with civil society is covered in overall development policies including the central 

white paper of 2017, Common Responsibility for Common Future: The Sustainable Development Goals 

and Norway’s Development Policy (Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2017[11]). Similarly, USAID 

indicates that it does not have a CSO and/or civil society-specific policy. However, the importance of civil 

society and CSOs is recognised in various sector-specific policies as well as in broad government policies 

that guide USAID’s programming. Box 2.1 presents a summary of member responses. 

Box 2.1. Members with CSO or civil society policies 

Findings from member responses to the survey include the following: 

 22 members indicate they have some form of CSO and/or civil society policy 

 of the 22 members indicating they have some form of CSO and/or civil society policy, 16 of the 

policies are CSO and/or civil society-specific 

 3 members indicate they are developing policies 

 4 members indicate they do not have a policy. 

Note: Findings are drawn from member policies provided in response to the How DAC Members Work with Civil Society survey of members, 

conducted between November 2018 and March 2019. 

Some members that do not have a CSO and/or civil society-specific policy say in their survey responses 

that they have a policy. These members consider the coverage of CSOs and civil society in broader 

legislative or policy documents or in sector-specific policies as providing adequate coverage to constitute 

a CSO policy. Thus, based on their survey responses, these members are included among the 22 having 

a CSO or civil society policy. They tend to be newer members and/or those with smaller official 

development assistance (ODA) budgets than longer-standing members. Poland, for example, refers to its 

CSO policy as being covered within the Multiannual Development Cooperation Programme 2016-2020 

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Poland, 2015[12]) and associated annual plans. For Luxembourg, coverage 

of CSOs in its 1996 Law on Development Cooperation, together with amendments to the law in 2012 and 

2017 addressing CSO partnerships, constitute its CSO policy (Government of the Grandy Duchy of 

Luxembourg, 1996[13]; Government of the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, 2012[14]; Government of the Grand 

Duchy of Luxembourg, 2017[15]). This is further supported by CSO coverage in its 2018 development co-

operation strategy, The Road to 2030 (Government of the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, 2018[16]). 

Having a CSO-specific policy does not preclude coverage of CSOs and/or civil society in wider 

development co-operation or in sector-specific policies (or legislation) as well. The EC communication, The 

Roots of Democracy and Sustainable Development: Europe's Engagement with Civil Society in External 

Relations (European Commission, 2012[17]), is complemented by the 2017 New European Consensus on 

Development (European Commission, 2017[18]). The Czech Republic considers all or parts of several 

official documents as constituting its CSO policy: its annual Resolution on Main Areas of State Subsidy 

Policy Towards Non-governmental Non-profit Organisations (which covers all NGOs supported by the 

Czech government, not solely those involved in development co-operation) and reference to these actors 

in its 2018-30 International Development Cooperation Strategy, the Human Rights and Transition Policy 
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Strategy and the annual Humanitarian Assistance Strategy (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech 

Republic, 2017[19]; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic, 2015[20]). 

Sweden effectively has two CSO-specific policies and also integrates civil society-related issues in other 

development and foreign affairs policies. The 2017 Strategy for Support via Swedish Civil Society 

Organisations (Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Sweden, 2017[21]) governs Sweden’s support for framework 

CSOs; the Sida (2019[22]) Guiding Principles for Sida’s Engagement with and Support to Civil Society cover 

all CSO and civil society support. Additionally, civil society features in the government’s overarching Policy 

Framework for Swedish Development Cooperation and Humanitarian Assistance of 2016 (Government of 

Sweden, 2016[23]) as well as in sector strategies such as the 2018 Strategy for Sweden’s Development 

Cooperation in the Areas of Human Rights, Democracy and the Rule of Law (Ministry for Foreign Affairs 

of Sweden, 2018[24]). 

CSO survey respondents indicated that they highly value the existence of members’ CSO-specific policies, 

as these provide a clear statement of principles and objectives to guide the member-CSO relationship. 

Equally, CSOs lament the absence of comprehensive CSO-specific policies. In their consultation feedback, 

CSOs strongly encouraged an approach of integrating civil society-related issues across a wide range of 

policies, inclusive of but even beyond development and foreign policy. Such an approach is seen as having 

the potential to advance whole-of-government coherence while being consistent with the universal nature 

of the 2030 Agenda commitments. Examples of policy areas that would benefit from incorporating 

CSO-related coverage include members’ foreign policies; policies on private sector investment, trade, 

migration, security, taxation and digital technology; and other domestic policies or regulations directly or 

indirectly affecting CSOs. Incorporating the issue of civic space is seen as an important contribution to the 

contextual background of these policies and one that empowers policy makers to take necessary steps to 

address issues of civic space restrictions. 

Indications are that members’ policies are developed in consultation with CSOs, especially in the case of 

policy, strategy, principles and guidance documents. However, it is more difficult to assess whether this 

occurs in the case of legislation. Korea’s Policy Framework for Government-Civil Society Partnerships in 

International Development Cooperation is a joint framework developed by and for the Korean development 

CSO umbrella network and the Korea International Cooperation Agency (Korea NGO Council for Overseas 

Development Cooperation and Korea International Cooperation Agency, n.d.[25]).8 Section 2.7 discusses 

at greater length dialogue and consultation with CSOs in policy making. 

In consultations, CSOs strongly stress the necessity of developing policy in close dialogue with CSOs, 

both in member and partner countries. Involving CSOs in policy development increases the likelihood that 

policies will reflect CSOs’ experience of the member-CSO relationship and address areas of the 

relationship where there is room for improvement. 

CSOs also stress the benefit of member collaboration with CSOs in monitoring policy implementation and 

in revising policy as necessary to reflect lessons gathered. Members’ plans for monitoring their policies 

and for CSOs’ involvement in such processes are not obvious from the survey findings, though this may 

simply be because this information is available in documents (e.g. action plans for policy implementation) 

that were not accessed for the survey. The 2015 Australian framework, DFAT and NGOs: Effective 

Development Partners, commits the government to collaborate with the Australian Council for International 

Development, the country’s umbrella body of development CSOs, to monitor the policy’s implementation 

(Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade of Australia, 2015, p. 15[26]). The 2018 AFD strategy, 

Partnerships with Civil Society Organisations, sets out annual and end-of-strategy assessments to be 

discussed with CSOs (French Development Agency, 2018, p. 34[27]). In accordance with Policy for Civil 

Society Partnerships, which was put in place in 2017, Global Affairs Canada (2020[28]) will engage with 

CSOs and their networks for annual reviews of mutual implementation. 

In sum, the majority of members have policies and a handful of other members either have policies under 

development or consider that the integration of CSO and/or civil society issues across their development 
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policy framework constitutes their policy. Among those members indicating that they have policies, 73% 

have a CSO and/or civil society-specific policy. CSOs encourage integration of civil society considerations, 

including that of civic space, beyond development and foreign policies to enhance coherence. The practice 

of consultation with CSOs in policy development is ongoing and there is more room for CSO involvement 

in monitoring policy implementation. 

2.3. Objectives for working with CSOs and civil society 

Key findings 

 The majority of members identify two types of objectives for working with CSOs and civil society: 

first, to reach a specific development objective (implement programmes) and second, to 

strengthen civil society in partner countries, including supporting CSOs as independent 

development actors.  

 Almost the same number of members select as a main objective for working with CSOs and civil 

society to reach a specific development objective (implement programmes) in service delivery 

as select as their main objective to strengthen civil society in partner countries. 

As discussed in Section 1.4, members ideally would have two types of objectives for working with CSOs 

and civil society. One is to strengthen a pluralist and independent civil society in partner countries. The 

other is to meet development objectives beyond strengthening civil society in partner countries. The first 

type of objective is grounded in the intrinsic value of civil society and the CSOs in it. The second type of 

objective stems from the instrumental value placed on CSOs as a means to implement programmes 

targeting various other development objectives on behalf of members. USAID articulates these dual 

objectives well in its survey response. The agency works with CSOs as a means to help it to achieve 

specific development objectives other than civil society strengthening. The agency also works with CSOs 

as an end, recognising the intrinsic importance of a vibrant civil society sector as part of a democratic 

political culture and the critical role played by strong, vibrant and diverse CSOs in development. 

Asked to identify their main objective for working with CSOs and civil society, all but three responding 

members select multiple main objectives.9 As seen in survey responses (Figure 2.1), the majority of 

members are pursuing the two types of objectives mentioned above. The objective to reach a specific 

development objective (implement programmes) linked to service delivery is most frequently selected by 

members (22 responses). The objective of strengthening civil society in partner countries, including CSOs 

as independent development actors ranks a close second (21 responses). These are followed by the 

objective to reach a specific development objective (implement programmes) linked to human rights and 

democratisation (17 responses). The next most frequently selected objectives were enhancing CSOs’ 

institutional or development capacity in partner countries and enhancing their capacity in member countries 

(16 and 12 responses respectively). 

It is noteworthy that of the 22 members that indicate they work with CSOs to reach a specific development 

objective (implement programmes) related to service delivery, almost three quarters (16) also choose to 

work with CSOs to strengthen civil society in partner countries. Of the 17 that indicate they work with CSOs 

to reach a specific development objective (implement programmes) related to human rights and 

democratisation, almost three quarters (12) also select working with CSOs to strengthen civil society in 

partner countries. 

Sections 2.3.1 through 2.3.5 highlight how members depict these varied objectives in their policy 

documents and survey responses. An additional objective of public awareness raising featured in 
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members’ survey responses and thus is also covered in this study.10 Additionally, members’ treatment of 

the humanitarian-development-peace nexus is briefly addressed in recognition that the nexus needs 

attention, especially in light of the 2019 DAC Recommendation on the Humanitarian-Development-Peace 

Nexus. 

It is worth underlining that members’ policies and objectives for working with CSOs and civil society are 

not static. This study presents a snapshot from late 2018 and 2019. Eleven members state that their 

objectives for working with CSOs and civil society have changed in the past five years.11 Changes are 

mainly linked to new, overarching development policy directions; lessons drawn from programme 

implementation and evaluations; and, since 2015, emphasis on the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs). Ireland offers an example of these shifts. The priorities set out in its 2015 policy document, The 

Global Island: Ireland’s Foreign Policy for a Changing World, and in its 2013 international development 

policy, One World, One Future, have influenced Ireland’s objectives for working with CSOs (Government 

of Ireland, 2015[29]; Government of Ireland, 2013[30]). In another example, Japan’s CSO partnerships are 

increasingly focused on CSOs’ contribution to the SDGs, as reflected in Japan’s SDGs Implementation 

Guiding Principles and associated action plan (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2016[31]). 

Figure 2.1. Member objectives for working with CSOs and civil society 

 

Note: A total of 29 members responded, with respondents able to select multiple options. The options shown here are shortened versions of the 

language used in the survey. 

Source: Responses to the How DAC Members Work with Civil Society survey of members, conducted between November 2018 and March 

2019.  
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approximately 75% of respondents, as one of their main objectives for working with CSOs and civil society. 

That said, member policies and narrative responses to the survey do not necessarily refer to service 

delivery as an objective per se. Rather, they refer to objectives such as promoting sustainable development 

and realising humanitarianism (Korea), reducing poverty and improving living conditions (e.g. Austrian 

Development Agency (ADA)), reducing inequalities (e.g. Italy), improving economic livelihoods (e.g. 
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in implementing the SDGs are also common. 

5

12

16

17

21

22

Other

To enhance member country CSOs’ institutional or 
development capacity 

To enhance partner country CSOs’ institutional or 
development capacity

To reach a specific development objective (implement
programmes) linked to human rights and democratisation

To strengthen civil society in partner countries, including
CSOs as independent development actors

To reach a specific development objective (implement
programmes) linked to service delivery

Number of responses



   65 

DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE COMMITTEE MEMBERS AND CIVIL SOCIETY © OECD 2020 
  

Of course, aims such as reducing poverty or inequalities can also be achieved when members partner with 

CSOs to reach objectives in human rights and democratisation, or in strengthening civil society, when 

underlying, systemic causes of poverty and inequality can be addressed using a rights-based approach. 

But the prominence given to the objective of programme implementation in service delivery reflects that 

members’ approaches to development co-operation continue to emphasise services as a way to address 

members’ development mandates. This is evident from the figures on the volume of ODA channelled 

through CSOs by sector (Table B.4 in Annex B). Approximately 80% of such funding goes to sub-sectors 

such as emergency response, health, education and agriculture where service is the likely form of 

intervention. 

Examples from member policies illustrate the varied ways in which CSOs are seen as implementing 

partners in service delivery. Ireland’s international development policy document, One World, One Future, 

points to Irish NGOs’ “pivotal role in responding to humanitarian emergencies, providing services where 

they are needed most, and supporting vulnerable people in developing countries to come together and 

participate in the development of their communities” (Government of Ireland, 2013, p. 32[30]). For the United 

Kingdom Department for International Development (DFID), supporting CSOs to “deliver goods, services 

and improvements in people’s lives across DFID’s work – from fragile and conflict affected states and 

emergency and humanitarian situations to long term development activities” is one strategy among others 

in the Civil Society Partnership Review (DFID, 2016, p. 10[32]). 

Some members state that their support for CSO service provision outside of the humanitarian realm is 

based on the principle of subsidiarity – in other words, that CSOs have a role in complementing, but not 

replacing, service provision by government (e.g. ADA, Germany, Italy). 

2.3.2. Human rights and democratisation (programme implementation) 

The survey responses of 17 members, representing just under 60% of total respondents, identify as a main 

objective for their work with CSOs to reach a specific development objective (implement programmes) 

linked to human rights and democratisation.12 

The objective for working with CSOs as implementing partners in human rights and democratisation also 

features in member policies and survey responses. Norad’s objectives for its CSO support include 

democratisation and human rights, with CSOs encouraged to work towards inclusion, as well as the goal 

of holding governments to account for upholding human rights. Italy’s development co-operation priorities 

include promotion of human rights, gender equality and women’s empowerment and support for 

democracy under the rule of law. Italy’s main objective for working with CSOs is to reinforce CSOs’ role in 

contributing to the achievement of these priorities. The Luxembourg Law of 18 December 2017 articulates 

parameters for CSO human rights initiatives that Luxembourg will support, among them initiatives that 

target human rights institutions and laws, dialogue and awareness raising on rights, and the work of human 

rights defenders (article 4(5)) (Government of the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, 2017[15]). 

As noted, programming with CSOs in human rights and democratisation can be organised to achieve 

results related to reducing poverty, inequality and marginalisation, for example by addressing barriers to 

access to services (e.g. social accountability programming). In the consultations for this study, CSOs and 

members also stressed that CSO programming in service delivery can lay the groundwork for engagement 

in human rights and democratisation-related work. Through services, CSOs build up knowledge and 

understanding of the communities and partners they engage with and the legitimacy to undertake policy 

advocacy from a sound base of evidence and trust (Najam, 1999[33]). 

2.3.3. Strengthening civil society in partner countries 

Strengthening civil society in partner countries, including CSOs as independent development actors is 

selected as a main objective by 21 members, or almost 75% of survey respondents. Some members’ 
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policies are more explicit than others’ in articulating this objective. Sida’s 2019 guiding principles clearly 

state that supporting “a pluralistic and rights-based civil society” is “an objective in itself [given the] 

understanding that a strong, independent civil society is an essential part of a democratic society, and is 

key to inclusive and sustainable development” (Sida, 2019, p. 11[22]). The European Commission (2012, 

p. 4[17]), in a communication on its engagement with CSOs, stated that its support aims to contribute to the 

development of a dynamic, pluralistic and competent civil society. Ljungman and Nilsson (2018, p. 2[34]), 

evaluating Iceland’s CSO support, state that its 2015 guidelines call for development support through 

CSOs “to contribute to an independent, strong and diverse civil society in low income countries that fights 

against poverty in its various forms” as the principle objective of Icelandic support for civil society. The 

stated purpose of Canada’s Civil Society Partnerships Policy (paragraph 1) is to enhance effective 

co-operation with Canadian, international and partner country (“local”) CSOs “to maximize the impact and 

results of Canada’s international assistance and foster a strong and vibrant civil society sector”, including 

by supporting “a robust CSO ecosystem” (Global Affairs Canada, 2020[28]). The AFD strategy, Partnerships 

with Civil Society, includes as a strategic objective the strengthening and empowering of “local civil 

societies” (French Development Agency, 2018, p. 6[27]). 

The most commonly selected practices used by members to strengthen civil society in partner countries 

are promoting enabling environments for CSOs and civil society in partner countries and providing financial 

support to CSOs as independent development actors in their own right (19 responses).13,14 Fifteen 

responding members require that the member country and international CSOs they financially support 

work with partner country CSOs in ways that respond to the specific demands and priorities of the partner 

country CSOs. Sixteen responding members provide resources that are not for specific CSOs but are 

intended to be accessible to the civil society sector writ large (e.g. resource centres, training, co-ordination 

fora, etc.). 

CSO survey respondents confirm that members use these methods for civil society strengthening. 

However, CSOs highlight barriers that hinder effective implementation, in particular the design and 

requirements of funding mechanisms that are less than conducive to supporting CSOs as independent 

development actors. CSOs also remark that members’ pursuit of strengthening civil society in partner 

countries is haphazard when a CSO or civil society-specific policy is absent. 

When it comes to one of the most frequently selected practices that can strengthen civil society in partner 

countries – promoting enabling environments for CSOs and civil society in partner countries – members 

use various financial and non-financial practices (Figure 2.2). The practice used by most responding 

members is providing support (financial and otherwise) to CSOs and civil society, including human rights 

defenders, in partner countries with disenabling environments (22 responses), closely followed by 

supporting CSOs to strengthen their own effectiveness, accountability and transparency (21 responses) 

and engaging in dialogue both at the international level and with partner country governments about the 

need for enabling environments for CSOs (18 responses).15 A lesser-used practice is self-assessment to 

understand and address the member’s potential contribution to disenabling environments for CSOs (7 

responses). The practice used by the least number of responding members is making financial support to 

partner country conditional on partner country government effort to strengthen enabling environments for 

CSOs and civil society (3 responses). 
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Figure 2.2. Member practices to promote CSO and civil society enabling environments in partner 
countries 

 

Note: A total of 24 members responded, with respondents able to select multiple options. The options shown here are shortened versions of the 

language used in the survey. 

Source: Responses to the How DAC Members Work with Civil Society survey of members, conducted between November 2018 and March 

2019. 
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For example, an objective of Denmark’s 2014 Policy for Danish Support to Civil Society is to “contribute to 
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the organisation whose capacity is developing in the lead and owning the process (Ministry of Foreign 
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Agency, 2007, pp. 8, 10[36]). For USAID, capacity development includes support to the more traditional 

form of organisational development as well as to what the agency calls Capacity Development 2.0, which 

emphasises assisting CSOs to improve performance, strengthen networks and relationships among CSOs, 

and understand their role in the broader system. 

Of the 13 responding members that did not select enhancing partner country CSOs’ institutional or 

development capacity as a main objective, 7 selected strengthening civil society in partner countries as a 

main objective that is achieved in part through capacity development of partner country CSOs. An example 

is the EC, whose aim of contributing to a dynamic, pluralist and competent civil society is to be achieved 

through promoting a conducive environment for CSOs in partner countries, promoting participation of 

CSOs in partner countries’ policy and increasing partner country CSOs’ capacity as independent 

development actors (European Commission, 2012, p. 4[17]).  

2.3.5. Enhancing member country CSOs’ capacity  

Enhancing member country CSOs’ capacity is identified by 12 respondents (approximately 40% of 

responding members) as one of the main objectives for working with CSOs and civil society. Japan, as 

outlined in its Development Cooperation Charter, supports the development co-operation projects of 

Japanese NGOs and CSOs and their capacity development, with emphasis on human resources and 

systems development (III(2) B(e)) (Government of Japan, 2015[37]). Strengthening the technical and 

operational capacity of NGDOs also is an objective of Portugal’s work with CSOs. Similarly, the Australian 

policy document, DFAT and NGOs: Effective Development Partners, sets out an objective of enhancing 

NGO performance and effectiveness that includes enhancing capabilities of Australian NGOs as 

development partners and building the capacity of partner country CSOs as agents of change (Department 

of Foreign Affairs and Trade of Australia, 2015, p. 14[26]) The Slovak Republic development co-operation 

strategy also notes that deployment of volunteers not only offers a form of assistance to partner countries, 

but builds the Slovak Republic’s development co-operation capacities (Ministry of Foreign and European 

Affairs of the Slovak Republic, 2019, p. 26[38]). 

2.3.6. Public awareness raising in member countries 

It is clear from member survey responses and policy documents that the objective of public awareness 

raising in member countries is quite important to members. Only 2 responding members do not provide 

financial support to CSOs for public awareness raising/development education/citizen engagement in 

development; 17 members provide this support as part of CSOs’ development project budgets; and 20 

provide it to specific, stand-alone public awareness/development education/citizen engagement projects 

by CSOs.16 Further, 14 members support CSOs’ public awareness raising in both ways. 

In its Development Cooperation Charter, Japan commits to encouraging the “participation of its people 

from all walks of life in development cooperation”, including as Japan International Cooperation Agency 

volunteers (III(2) B(e)) (Government of Japan, 2015[37])). An objective in Australia’s 2015 policy describes 

Australian NGOs as “a bridge between the Australian aid program and the Australian community” and thus 

a participant in “public diplomacy” at home (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade of Australia, 2015, 

p. 10[26]). Portugal’s policy, presented in A Strategic Concept for the Portuguese Development Cooperation 

2014-2020, points to NGDOs and foundations as “key partners for debating and thinking about public 

policies on development, as they have in-depth knowledge of local realities and are widely recognised at 

local and international levels” (Government of the Portuguese Republic, 2014, p. 62[39]). 
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2.3.7. Humanitarian-development-peace nexus 

An assessment of the state of members’ efforts to address the humanitarian-development-peace nexus in 

relation to their work with civil society is beyond the remit of this study. Nonetheless, impressions can be 

gleaned from coverage in select members’ civil society-related policies.17 

The nexus is well integrated into Poland’s Multiannual Development Cooperation Programme 2016-2020. 

The programme sets out Poland’s two-pronged approach in its work with Polish NGOs and other actors 

that combines a focus on addressing urgent humanitarian needs with lasting and structural developmental 

measures so that these dovetail (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Poland, 2015, pp. 10, 18, 34[12]). For other 

members, the need to better address the nexus is more implied than stated outright. One of the objectives 

of Australia’s engagement with CSOs, for instance, is specific to working with CSOs to enhance their 

emergency response capacities while also supporting their engagement in recovery; building resilience 

and preparedness of communities and governments; and harnessing traditional knowledge to mitigate 

disaster risk (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade of Australia, 2015, pp. 12-13[26]). As outlined in 

France’s strategy, AFD has taken steps to better accommodate not just crisis but also post-crisis contexts 

and resilience through specific funding mechanisms, among them Calls for Crisis and Post-Crisis Projects, 

a Vulnerability Mitigation and Crisis Response Facility, and integration of the Relief-Rehabilitation-

Development continuum in operations (French Development Agency, 2018, pp. 16-17[27]). These examples 

suggest there is growing awareness among members of the need to specifically support nexus approaches 

within the context of their CSO support. 

In sum, almost all members indicate multiple main objectives for working with CSOs. The majority of 

members pursue two types of objectives: strengthening a pluralist and independent civil society in partner 

countries and reaching other development objectives. The most frequently selected main objective is that 

of working with CSOs to reach a specific development objective (implement programmes) related to service 

delivery, followed closely by the objectives to strengthen civil society in partner countries and to reach a 

specific development objective (implement programmes) linked to human rights and democratisation. 

Members give considerable importance to the objective of public awareness raising in member countries. 

When it comes to the objective of strengthening civil society, the practice most frequently selected by 

members responding to the survey is promoting enabling environments for CSOs and civil society in 

partner countries. Various financial and non-financial practices are used to promote enabling 

environments. These range from providing support to CSOs and civil society in partner countries with 

disenabling environments (most frequently selected by responding members) to making members’ 

financial support to partner countries conditional on partner country governments’ efforts to strengthen 

enabling environments for civil society (least frequently selected by responding members). 

2.4. Advantages and disadvantages of working with CSOs 

Key findings 

 Members identify advantages more frequently than disadvantages of working with CSOs, 

though both qualities are reported. 

 Members identify more advantages and fewer disadvantages of working with member country 

or international CSOs than of working with partner country CSOs. 

Many members select many advantages of working with CSOs in their survey responses. At the same 

time, members experience some countervailing difficulties in working with CSOs. 
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Among the most frequently selected comparative advantages of working with member country or 

international CSOs and with partner country CSOs are their proximity to beneficiaries and constituencies 

in partner countries and, relatedly, their ability to reach people in vulnerable situations or facing high risk 

of discrimination or marginalisation (Figure 2.3).18,19 The ability of member country or international CSOs 

and partner country CSOs to support (or provide) service delivery in partner countries is another important 

comparative advantage, as is their ability to support accountability and empowerment processes in partner 

countries (promote democracy). A smaller but still significant number of members identify these two as 

advantages of working with partner country CSOs. 

Additional noteworthy advantages are the specific skills and expertise of CSOs and their ability to quickly 

provide humanitarian assistance, again with these selected by many members. Fewer members select 

these as advantages when the question pertains to working with partner country CSOs. The ability to 

provide public awareness and engage citizens in member countries is the most frequently selected 

advantage of working with member country or international CSOs. 

Figure 2.3. Advantages of working with member country or international CSOs and with partner 
country CSOs 

 

Note: A total of 29 members responded, with respondents able to select multiple options. The options shown here are shortened versions of the 

language used in the survey. 

Source: Responses to the How DAC Members Work with Civil Society survey of members, conducted between November 2018 and March 

2019. 
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international CSOs but less frequently. The challenge of demonstrating and aggregating development 

results is attributed to working with member country or international CSOs and with partner country CSOs 

almost equally. 

Administrative and transaction costs for the member in dealing with many small organisations are a 

disadvantage for just over half of responding members in regard to member country or international CSOs. 

A bigger share (three fifths) of responding members select this as a disadvantage of working with partner 

country CSOs. Many members select legal and regulatory constraints to financially supporting CSOs within 

partner countries as a disadvantage impeding work with partner country CSOs, but many also select legal 

and regulatory constraints as a disadvantage when working with member country or international CSOs. 

Lack of accountability and transparency of CSOs is identified more frequently as a disadvantage of partner 

country CSOs than of member country or international CSOs. Members also identify issues of duplication 

and lack of co-ordination among themselves and with other donors as a disadvantage in their work with 

member country or international CSOs and partner country CSOs. 

Figure 2.4. Disadvantages of working with member country or international CSOs and with partner 
country CSOs 

 

Note: A total of 29 members responded, with respondents able to select multiple options. The options shown here are shortened versions of the 

language used in the survey. 

Source: Responses to the How DAC Members Work with Civil Society survey of members, conducted between November 2018 and March 

2019. 
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In sum, members more frequently select advantages over disadvantages of working with CSOs. They also 

select more advantages and fewer disadvantages of working with member country or international CSOs 

than of working with partner country CSOs. Respondents select advantages of member country or 

international CSOs a total of 277 times, compared to 228 times in regard to partner country CSOs. They 

select disadvantages of member country or international CSOs 146 times, while selecting disadvantages 

of partner country CSOs 169 times. 

Moreover, while many members appreciate CSOs for their many advantages, members are also 

challenged by some countervailing difficulties they experience in working with CSOs. On balance, 

however, an appreciation of the advantages of working with CSOs outweighs the disadvantages, with the 

former much more commonly identified than the latter. 

2.5. How financial support is provided 

Key findings 

 The majority of members maintain multiple funding mechanisms to support CSOs. 

 The most commonly identified mechanism of financial support for CSOs is project/programme 

support. Partnership/framework/core support is less common, though it is increasing 

incrementally. 

 OECD statistics confirm members’ responses, showing that most funding flows through CSOs 

as programme implementers on behalf of members and that considerably less funding flows to 

CSOs, i.e. in the form of core support to CSOs as independent development actors. 

 This pattern raises a question as to whether members’ financial support mechanisms 

adequately match their stated objectives of reaching a specific development objective 

(implement programmes) and of strengthening civil society in partner countries, including CSOs 

as independent development actors.  

 Members appear to be pursuing the objective of strengthening civil society in partner countries 

via their through support. 

 To better assess members’ support to civil society strengthening, the data on to and through 

flows should be supplemented with information on the degree to which financial support 

mechanisms either respond to CSOs’ priorities and strategies or, alternatively, rigidly steer 

CSOs to meet member-defined conditions (e.g. sectors, themes, countries, specific results). 

 CSOs experience members’ financial support mechanisms as being overly directive and 

steering CSOs to operate as implementers on behalf of members. 

The survey finds that members tend to maintain multiple funding mechanisms for their CSO support.21 Of 

respondents, 25 members maintain at least 2 CSO support mechanisms at headquarters level and only 3 

have just one mechanism.22 Additionally, 19 members maintain at least 2 CSO support mechanisms at 

partner country level, 7 have just one partner country-level mechanism and 2 have none.  

Regarding financial support mechanisms managed at headquarters level, a majority of responding 

members (22) report they have project/programme support available to member country CSOs. Also 

regarding such mechanisms at headquarters level, almost half of responding members (14) report they 

have partnership/framework/core support available to member country CSOs. Regarding support 

mechanisms managed at partner country level, 17 responding members report they have 

project/programme support available to partner country CSOs and 16 report having support provided via 

partner country governments also available to partner country CSOs and to international/regional CSOs. 
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Partnership/framework/core support at partner country level available for partner country CSOs is selected 

by 7 members, or just under one quarter of respondents. 

Within these mechanisms, members can either use a competitive process of calls for proposals or they 

can accept unsolicited proposals. At headquarters level, 24 responding members use calls for proposals 

available to member country CSOs and 16 use calls for proposals available to international CSOs. At 

partner country level, 15 respondents use calls for proposals available to partner country CSOs. 

As discussed in Section 1.5, core funding mechanisms are most often used to strengthen civil society as 

an objective in its own right. Core support is to support CSOs to pursue their self-defined priorities while 

respecting CSOs’ independence and right of initiative. Members also refer to partnership or framework 

support, which is sometimes provided as core support but can also be a hybrid of core support and project 

and/or programme support.23 Project and/or programme mechanisms, on the other hand, are most often 

used to meet other development objectives, wherein CSOs are supported as implementing agents or 

instruments on behalf of members. 

These survey findings indicate that mechanisms supporting CSOs as implementing partners to reach 

members’ other development objectives are favoured over mechanisms of support to CSOs as 

independent development actors. 

Figures from the OECD on flows from members to and through CSOs confirm that the latter type of 

mechanisms predominates (Figure 2.5 and Figures B.2 and B.3 in Annex B). In 2018, approximately 

USD 17 billion of members’ bilateral ODA flowed through CSOs, almost six times the volume (USD 3 

billion) that flowed to CSOs. In other words, 85% of members’ 2018 flows for CSOs went through CSOs, 

while 15% went to CSOs. While the 2018 figures represent an incremental reduction in the relative share 

of flows through CSOs since 2010 (when flows through CSOs were almost eight times the volume of flows 

to CSOs), the dominant mechanisms are clearly channelling flows through CSOs. 

Figure 2.5. Total ODA to and through CSOs, 2010-18, USD billion, 2018 constant prices 

 

Source: (OECD, 2020[40]), Creditor Reporting System (database), https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=crs1. 

StatLink 2 https://doi.org/10.1787/888934124299 
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As noted in Section 1.5, members’ funding mechanisms need to match their stated objectives for working 

with CSOs. Given that second most frequently selected objective is strengthening civil society in partner 

countries, including CSOs as independent development actors (Figure 2.1), one would expect to see more 

use of partnership/framework/core support mechanisms and more flows to CSOs. Yet the dominant 

funding mechanisms and OECD statistics show that members’ CSO support is predominantly channelled 

through CSOs as programme implementers to meet other, unrelated development objectives (e.g. in 

health, education, humanitarian assistance, etc.) on behalf of members, rather than to CSOs as 

independent development actors.  

Is there thus a contradiction between stated objectives and financial support mechanisms and flows? The 

answer is both yes and no. 

Again, as noted, OECD statistics on flows to and through CSOs do not reliably capture the volume of flows 

that members are allocating for one or the other of the two types of objectives. Rather, the degree to which 

members’ financial support mechanisms tip towards being responsive to CSOs’ priorities and strategies 

or, alternatively, rigidly steer CSOs to meet donor-defined conditions (e.g. sectors, themes, countries or 

even specific results) needs investigation to complement the to and through figures and the survey 

responses on funding mechanisms. This issue of conditional support that steers CSOs is explored in 

Section 1.5, which underscores the need for members’ funding mechanisms to strike a balance between 

the conditions attached to funding on one hand and respect for CSOs as independent development actors 

on the other.  

Member survey responses shed some light on this grey area. As noted in Section 2.3, 19 responding 

members consider they are pursuing the strengthening civil society objective by supporting CSOs’ right of 

initiative – that is, the right of CSOs to apply for member support for initiatives in which the CSOs define 

their own priorities to be pursued. At the same time, 5 fewer members (14 respondents) indicate that they 

use core support mechanisms at headquarters level. Members are therefore finding ways to support CSOs’ 

right of initiative within the framework of project and/or programme support through CSOs, possibly through 

the use of calls for proposals. In such instances, CSOs may be invited to submit proposals for self-defined 

initiatives, even as these initiatives must align with higher-level priorities defined by members. 

Member responses to other survey questions indicate a high incidence of conditional funding that steers 

CSOs to meet member objectives; for some, this includes steering CSOs towards the objective of 

strengthening civil society in partner countries. When asked the degree to which their financial support for 

CSOs must align to member-defined priority areas or themes, almost 90% of responding members (26 

responses) answer that either all or most of their CSO support must so align (Figure 2.6).24 When asked if 

strengthening civil society in partner countries is one of their priorities/themes, a similar majority of 

responding members (25) respond positively.25 
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Figure 2.6. Member requirements for CSO support to align with member priorities 

 

Note: A total of 29 members responded. The options shown here are shortened versions of the language used in the survey. 

Source: Responses to the How DAC Members Work with Civil Society survey of members, conducted between November 2018 and March 

2019. 
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a mechanism of support through CSOs may be designed so that the CSOs it supports are steered to an 

objective of strengthening civil society in partner countries through capacity development. Further, it may 

be that the strengthening civil society objective is being reached in part via the considerable portion (almost 
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Finally, the fact that members maintain multiple funding mechanisms also reinforces the idea that they are 
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suggest that members’ financial support mechanisms fall short of an optimum balance. One CSO 

respondent notes that even where a member delineates principles or objectives for supporting CSOs as 

independent development actors, the member-CSO relationship remains “largely rooted in a transactional 

function, whereby CSOs are partners for the implementation of the [member] government’s agenda”. 

Another CSO respondent notes that even though a member states that it pursues the objective of 

enhancing CSOs as independent development actors, “the vision of CSOs just as implementing actors 

prevails”. 

CSOs also were asked whether they consider that member mechanisms are effective and appropriate for 

supporting and facilitating the work of CSOs. According to one respondent, the dominant use of 

project/programme support via calls for proposals is “overwhelmingly directive” and thus inconsistent with 

CSOs' right of initiative, while also fostering competition rather than collaboration among CSOs. Another 

CSO respondent sees the dominant use of project funding as a narrow approach that lacks flexibility and 

supports initiatives of too short a duration to allow for long-term capacity development of partners and, 

more broadly, sustainable change in partner countries. On the other hand, a CSO respondent that 

answered the question in the affirmative notes that the framework/partnership/core support provided has 

as its main objective strengthening civil society in partner countries and, beyond that, allows receiving 

CSOs to carry out work in keeping with their self-defined sectoral or thematic areas of focus. 

Members’ responses to a survey question regarding the main influences on their decisions regarding 

financial support mechanisms for CSOs (Figure 2.7) help to explain the dominance of project/programme 

mechanisms and through support. The most frequently selected influence is the necessity of demonstrating 

development results (17 responses), followed by member government rules and regulations and/or 

transaction cost considerations (12 responses) and the influence of member country public including civil 

society/CSOs (11 responses).26 
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Figure 2.7. Main influences on members’ decisions regarding financial support mechanisms 

 

Note: A total of 21 members responded, with respondents able to select multiple options. The options shown here are shortened versions of the 

language used in the survey. 

Source: Responses to the How DAC Members Work with Civil Society survey of members, conducted between November 2018 and March 

2019. 
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more readily and frequently able to do so when it is in the form of project/programme funding. Consultation 

inputs note that core support mechanisms can be a closed shop, exclusively available to CSOs of 

substantial size and capacity.  

In sum, findings from the survey, consultations and OECD statistics indicate that members favour 

mechanisms of support through CSOs as implementers of projects/programmes on members’ behalf, and 

that these are more frequently used than mechanisms providing core support to CSOs as independent 

development actors. These findings suggest that members’ financial support mechanisms and flows are 

not fully reconciled to both stated objectives for working with CSOs, i.e. to reach a specific development 

objective (implement programmes) and to strengthen civil society in partner countries, including CSOs as 

independent development actors. 

In favouring project/programme support through CSOs, members are influenced by legal and 

administrative constraints and transaction cost concerns, results pressures, and the voices of member 

country publics and CSOs. 

However, members do appear to be supporting CSOs as independent actors to some degree – and thus 

contributing to strengthening civil society – via their through support mechanisms. Supporting CSOs can 

take place along a spectrum ranging from more or less rigid steering of CSOs to meet member priorities 

to being responsive to CSOs and respecting their independence and right of initiative. Statistics on member 

flows to and through CSOs are too blunt an instrument to adequately assess the extent to which members 

are in fact pursuing the objective of strengthening civil society in partner countries, including by supporting 

CSOs as independent development actors. More nuanced information on the design of members’ 

mechanisms is needed to assess the match between objectives and mechanisms of support and to 

evaluate what kind of balance is being struck between steering CSOs and respecting their independence. 

Nonetheless, CSOs experience members’ financial support mechanisms as overly directive with many 

conditions tied to member-defined priorities. 

2.6. Who receives financial support 

Key findings 

 Support flows primarily for member country and international CSOs rather than for partner 

country CSOs, though direct member funding for partner country CSOs is increasing 

incrementally. 

 Some members are at the early stages of seeking to work with a wider diversity of civil society 

actors. 

 Members’ rationales for favouring working with member country and international CSOs include 

members’ rules and regulations and/or transaction cost constraints of working with partner 

country CSOs; longstanding and relevant experience and expertise of member country and/or 

international CSOs; and member country CSOs’ role in public awareness raising in member 

countries. 
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2.6.1. Member country, international and partner country-based CSOs 

Members’ financial support flows to CSOs based in members’ own countries, to international and regional 

CSOs, and to partner country-based CSOs. Findings from the survey of members show that all 29 

responding members financially support CSOs based in their own countries.27 All but one of the members 

responding (28) also support international (or regional) CSOs. 

Twenty-five responding members support partner country-based CSOs. For the most part, members’ 

financial support for member country and international CSOs is based on a partnership model through 

which these CSOs work with partner country-based CSOs (or other types of partner country-based 

organisations). Thus, some of the funds received by member country and international CSOs are re-

allocated by these CSOs to their partner country-based CSO (or non-CSO) partners, though there is no 

method available at this time to confidently assess the portion of onward flows. 

Unfortunately, this survey question does not distinguish between members’ direct support for partner 

country-based CSOs and indirect support for partner country-based CSOs that flows via member country 

and international CSOs (or other intermediaries). However, OECD statistics show that 24 members (almost 

80% of all members) provided financial support directly for developing country-based CSOs in 2018 

(OECD, 2020[40]).28 This is a slight increase over 2010, when 19 members funded partner country-based 

CSOs directly (OECD, 2020[40]). 

Despite the high and growing number of members that, according to OECD statistics, support partner 

country CSOs directly, member country CSOs receive the bulk of members’ financial support – 

approximately USD 13 billion, representing about 66% of total members flows for CSOs in 2018. 

Table 2.1. ODA allocations to and through CSOs by type of CSO, 2010-18, USD billion, 2018 
constant prices 

Total to and through 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

International CSO 2 885 3 447 3 587 4 032 4 221 4 601 4 934 5 266 5 459 

Donor country-based CSO 13 128 13 051 12 559 12 327 13 096 14 212 14 435 14 213 13 476 

Developing country-based CSO 1 048 1 157 1 263 1 490 1 478 1 403 1 283 1 404 1 417 

Undefined 1 396 1 036 941 993 1 061 407 319 247 182 

Aggregate 18 457 18 692 18 350 18 842 19 856 20 623 20 971 21 129 20 535 

Note: The term “developing country-based” is used in this figure as it is the term used in the DAC statistical reporting directives. “Undefined” is 

used when member reporting does not specify the type of CSO receiving funds. 

Source: (OECD, 2020[40]), Creditor Reporting System (database), https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=crs1. 

StatLink 2 https://doi.org/10.1787/888934124356 

International CSOs, the second largest recipient of member support, received approximately USD 5 billion, 

representing approximately 27% of flows in 2018. Developing country-based CSOs received the least 

amount of member funds in 2018 at approximately USD 1 billion, representing about 7% of flows in that 

year.29 In 2018, members provided about ten times more support for member country CSOs than for 

developing country-based CSOs. This points to an incremental shift towards more direct support for partner 

country CSOs compared to 2010, when support was 13 times greater for member country CSOs than for 

developing country-based CSOs. Indeed, between 2010 and 2018, the volume of direct financial support 

for developing country-based CSOs increased by 35% while it increased by 3% for member country CSOs. 

At the same time, the support for international CSOs increased by 89% between 2010 and 2018. OECD 

statistics on flows for different types of CSOs are presented in Figure 2.8. 

https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=crs1
https://doi.org/10.1787/888934124356
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Figure 2.8. Share of ODA allocations to and through CSOs by type of CSO, 2010-18, USD billion, 
2018 constant prices 

 

Note: The term “developing country-based” is used in this figure as it is the term used in the DAC statistical reporting directives. “Undefined” is 

used when member reporting does not specify the type of CSO receiving funds. 

Source: (OECD, 2020[40]), Creditor Reporting System (database), https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=crs1. 

StatLink 2 https://doi.org/10.1787/888934124375 

These shifts in the share of financial flows for member country, international and partner country CSOs are 

happening within a context of increasing ODA for CSOs overall. As shown in Section 1.1, member flows 

for CSOs increased by 11% between 2010 and 2018. Some of this increase thus seems to be directed 

towards partner country CSOs, as well as to international CSOs.30 

Member survey responses and policy documents point to member efforts to channel more funds directly 

to partner-country based CSOs. One example is the effort of AFD, as elaborated in Partnerships with Civil 

Society Organizations 2018-2023. According to this strategy, AFD, together with the French Ministry for 

European and Foreign Affairs and with CSOs (via the umbrella network Coordination SUD), plans to reflect 

on how financing methods and conditions could be better geared for direct support for local CSOs (French 

Development Agency, 2018, p. 30[27]). Norway is another member that will explore ways of transferring 

more of its funding and decision making regarding CSO support to partner country level (Norad, 2018, 

p. 7[10]). Italy and Canada are seeking to provide more direct humanitarian response funding to partner 

country CSOs in keeping with the Grand Bargain. The EC has also tailored its funding to allow greater 

direct access for partner country CSOs (European Commission, 2012, p. 10[17]). According to OECD 

statistics, in 2018, the European Union (EU) was the top member provider of direct support for partner 

country CSOs, followed by the United Kingdom. 

As discussed in Section 1.6, multi-donor pooled funds are a financing mechanism that members use to 

reach more partner country CSOs and potentially a broader swathe of civil society actors. According to 

member survey responses, nine responding members participate in multi-donor pooled funds established 

at partner country level and accessible to partner country CSOs.31 Five responding members participate 

in such funds established at members’ headquarters level, also accessible to partner country CSOs. Eight 

responding members also contribute to multilateral/global funds that are available to partner country CSOs, 

with such funds offering another way to broaden members’ reach to these CSOs. 
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Members’ survey responses indicate that south-south or triangular co-operation is another way that 

members seek to expand their reach to partner country-based CSOs. The member survey indicates that 

11 responding members have funding mechanisms that explicitly support CSOs to engage in south-south 

or triangular co-operation.32 Spain draws attention to the importance of this type of co-operation support in 

the more developed partner countries that Spain works with. The DFID UK Aid Connect funding 

mechanism supports coalitions of CSOs, think tanks, and public, private and third sector organisations, 

including those in partner countries, to work together to find and share innovative and flexible solutions to 

the most important and difficult development challenges. 

Despite these various efforts, member country CSOs receive the bulk of members’ CSO funding. OECD 

statistics show that the combined share received by member country and international CSOs amounts to 

93% of members’ total CSO flows. This is the case even though members find their member country CSOs 

(and international CSOs) and partner country CSOs fairly similarly advantaged when it comes to most of 

the frequently selected comparative advantages attributed to CSOs (Section 2.4, Figure 2.3). 

Members’ survey responses and policy documents shed some light on the pragmatic rationales for their 

tendency to favour working with member country CSOs. There are generally three explanations, two of 

which also apply to their decisions regarding international CSOs. 

One rationale relates to members’ legal, regulatory and administrative requirements and, relatedly, to their 

capacity to administer and monitor CSO support. Asked to identify the main influences on their decisions 

regarding the type of CSOs supported and on their policies and strategies related to CSOs or civil society, 

the largest number of responding members select member government rules and regulations and/or 

transaction cost considerations (14 responses).33,34 Figure 2.9 shows the breakdown of responses. 

Figure 2.9. Main influences on members’ decisions to support particular types of CSOs and 
decisions on members’ policies, strategies and priorities 

 

Note: A total of 22 members responded, with respondents able to select multiple options. The options shown here are shortened versions of the 

language used in the survey. 

Source: Responses to the How DAC Members Work with Civil Society survey of members, conducted between November 2018 and March 

2019. 
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2
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In the case of some members (e.g. Belgium, Czech Republic, Germany, Portugal, Spain), domestic legal 

frameworks for development co-operation limit the type of CSO that can be directly supported.35 Some 

members also note that partnering with member country (and international) CSOs is a risk management 

strategy, as member country legal recourse measures are more easily applied should they be needed. 

Yet for other members, according to survey responses, the administrative and/or transaction cost 

challenge is considered a disadvantage of working with member country or international CSOs (15 

responses) and with partner country CSOs (17 responses), as shown in Figure 2.4. Supporting fewer but 

larger and often more experienced member country or international CSOs is a way for members to manage 

the administrative burden that comes with direct support for a greater number of smaller and often (though 

not necessarily) less-experienced partner country CSOs. For example, Finland’s survey response reflects 

the emphasis in its 2016 development policy report to the Parliament on the need for Finnish aid to support 

fewer and larger programmes in order to reduce the relative share of administrative work (Ministry for 

Foreign Affairs of Finland, 2016, p. 15[42]). Finland’s primary mechanism of CSO support, which provides 

grants to the multi-annual programmes of experienced Finnish CSOs (and foundations), is thus considered 

an appropriate approach. Belgium, Iceland and Slovenia also draw attention to limited member capacity to 

perform due diligence and follow-up on direct partnerships with partner country CSOs. Slovenia notes that 

it is convenient to partner with CSOs that can work in its own language.  

A second but related rationale for members to favour member country and international CSOs is the 

experience and expertise that these CSOs have acquired over decades of development co-operation aided 

by members’ financial support. Member policies attest to this. The DFID Civil Society Partnership Review 

highlights the “expertise, skills and experience” of United Kingdom CSOs as “second to none” (DFID, 2016, 

p. 4[32]). Member country CSOs have built considerable knowledge and networks in partner countries. The 

Australia report, DFAT and NGOs: Effective Development Partners, points to the long-established 

connections and commitment to local communities, local networks and knowledge of international and 

Australian NGOs and to their trusted relationships with local actors (Department of Foreign Affairs and 

Trade of Australia, 2015, pp. 4-5[26]). 

As discussed, members value partner country CSOs (25 responses) almost as much member country 

CSOs (24 responses) for their skills and expertise in specific geographic, sectoral or thematic areas 

(Figure 2.3). Additionally, CSO capacity constraints (including expertise) are identified as a disadvantage 

of both member country CSOs and partner country CSOs, but more so for the latter (18 versus 23 

responses) (Figure 2.4). Member country CSOs are seen to have more skills, expertise and capacity, 

especially in meeting members’ financial, administrative, monitoring and reporting requirements. The 

capacity of member country CSOs for monitoring and reporting results likely contributes to members’ 

preference for working with these CSOs, given that the necessity of demonstrating development results is 

the second most frequently selected influence on members’ decisions regarding the type of CSOs 

supported (12 responses). This is acknowledged in Norad’s Guiding Principles for its support for civil 

society, which state that “[c]ivil society actors who represent or have greater access to those left behind, 

may lack the necessary financial or technical skills to meet Norad’s and other donors’ demands for direct 

support. Partnerships with Norwegian or international organisations, South-South partnerships, or trust 

fund mechanisms are a means to reaching these actors” (Norad, 2018, p. 6[10]). 

A third rationale for members' preference for working with their member country CSOs stems from the 

value they place on public awareness raising and citizen engagement and the important role they consider 

that member country CSOs play. Twenty-seven responding members (93%) identified a comparative 

advantage of member country CSOs to be their work in public awareness and citizen engagement 

(Figure 2.3). For many members, support for CSOs is the main vehicle for increasing public awareness, 

support and engagement in development co-operation and global issues. Finland is a prime example, as 

discussed in Box 2.2. Public engagement by CSOs also provides members a way to demonstrate 

development results – that is, the results achieved by their CSO partners – to the public, which is an 

important influence on decision making. It is also worth noting that member country CSOs, on the whole, 
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have earned the trust of member country publics thanks to their extensive experience and connections 

within those communities.36  

Box 2.2. The role of Finnish CSOs in public awareness raising and citizen engagement 

Finland’s Guidelines for Civil Society in Development Policy highlight the role of CSOs in promoting 

citizen engagement, a positive narrative around development co-operation and communication of its 

benefits and they refer to this role to coherently explain the advantages of working with Finnish CSOs:  

“The participation of Finnish CSOs in development cooperation and humanitarian assistance adds to 

the Finns’ understanding of and competencies in development issues. The organisations’ activities in 

developing countries and the opportunities for participation and volunteering they provide forge contacts 

between Finns and the citizens of other countries. Successful communication concerning development 

is instrumental in that the Finns are ready to be actively involved in the promotion of global justice and 

burden-sharing. Understanding global problems can also reduce xenophobia and the social tensions 

arising from it in Finland. This is where Finnish civil society actors play an important role alongside 

official communications.” (Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland, 2017, p. 12[43]). 

Members also see member country CSOs as having a role in informal diplomacy. AFD deems French 

CSOs’ participation in development co-operation “an essential driver for France’s diplomacy” (French 

Development Agency, 2018, p. 12[27]). For DFID, a vibrant and effective civil society sector is considered 

part of Britain’s “soft power” around the globe (DFID, 2016, p. 4[32]). 

Further, just as member country CSOs are an important public engagement ally for members and a source 

of support for development co-operation, they also can rally political pressure domestically when their 

funding from members is squeezed (OECD, 2012, p. 21[44]; Wood and Fällman, 2013, p. 145[45]). Indeed, 

the voice of member country CSOs and the public is the third most frequently selected influencing factor 

in determining the type of CSO that members support (nine responses), which attests to member country 

CSOs’ interest in protecting the funding they receive from members (Figure 2.9).37 

2.6.2. Diverse civil society actors 

As noted in Sections 1.2, 1.6 and 2.1, civil society is made up of diverse actors such as development or 

human rights CSOs, faith-based CSOs, trade unions, professional associations, social enterprises and 

informal associational forms, among others. Only nine members responding to the survey indicate that 

they support informal associations or movements in partner countries.38 Five responding members indicate 

that the type of CSO or civil society they support has changed in the last five years. Some of the members 

that shifted support say the change is due to their increased efforts to reach to a greater diversity of CSOs 

and more varied associational types of civil society beyond the larger, well-established CSOs.39  

For example, Italy has widened eligibility to allow funding of smaller CSOs that enter into partnerships and 

consortia with other CSOs and to allow funding of international and partner country CSOs. In 2016, the EC 

entered into partnership agreements with major civil society networks of NGOs, private sector 

organisations, trade unions, farmers’ organisations, co-operatives, and community-based and faith-based 

organisations. Members’ policy documents provide other examples. AFD, for instance, is considering 

opening access to actors in what it calls the “Social and Solidarity Economy” (French Development Agency, 

2018, pp. 6, 29[27]). Denmark encourages its Danish and international CSO partners to work with excluded 

groups, informal movements and new types of civil society actors and reaches out directly to newer actors 

in Denmark and internationally (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark, 2014, pp. 19-20[35]). Sida is also 

looking into ways to broaden its support across a greater diversity of civil society actors such as social 

movements, digital networks and other informal associational types. As noted in Section 0, nine members 
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participate in multi-donor pooled funds at partner country level, in part to broaden and diversify their reach 

across civil society. 

Their own rules and regulations pose a challenge for members seeking to directly support a broader swathe 

of civil society, much as these stand as a challenge to direct support for partner country CSOs (see Section 

0). Usually rules and regulations require that a member enter into some form of formal agreement with a 

legally registered organisation. USAID is one example of a member with such rules and regulations, 

although it is exploring mechanisms to enable support for informal groups and movements and to foster 

linkages between these actors and more formal CSOs. 

In sum, a disproportionate share of members’ funding goes for member country and international CSOs, 

though members’ direct flows for partner country-based CSOs are increasing incrementally. While member 

country and international CSOs share similar advantages (and disadvantages) with partner country CSOs, 

members identify numerous reasons for opting to primarily support member country or international CSOs. 

Some members are making efforts to expand the scope of their support for a wider swathe of civil society 

actors, though such efforts are at an early stage. 

2.7. Dialogue and consultation with CSOs and civil society 

Key findings 

 All members consult with CSOs regarding the member’s policies, strategies or other strategic 

orientations.  

 Regular, advance-scheduled (i.e. systematic) dialogue with CSOs is undertaken by a majority 

of members, especially at headquarters level with member country CSOs. Less frequent, ad 

hoc dialogue is undertaken with CSOs at partner country level. 

 There is room for improvement in the quality and inclusivity of dialogue and consultation with 

CSOs and civil society at member and partner country levels. 

 CSOs would welcome opportunities to participate in dialogue on member policies other than 

development co-operation policies. 

Survey findings show that all responding members consult with CSOs on member’s policies, strategies, or other 

strategic documents (hereinafter “policies”). As Table 2.2 illustrates, the type of policy consulted on and the type 

of CSO consulted vary across members. Across all types of member policies, consultations are mostly held with 

member country CSOs. Still, a few members engage in consultations with partner country CSOs across all or 

most of their policies. These include DFID, the EC, the Slovak Republic, the Spanish Agency for International 

Development Cooperation (AECID) and USAID.40 In its survey response, USAID indicates that it consults 

frequently with partner CSOs at partner country level on its CSO and civil society policies during the country 

strategy development process and during the design phase for new activities. The AECID manual for 

development, monitoring and evaluation of country partnership frameworks is clear on the need to consult with 

stakeholders, inclusive of CSOs, in the framework country (Spanish Agency for International Development 

Cooperation, 2015[46]). 

All responding members hold consultations with CSOs at headquarters level and 9 do not hold consultations with 

CSOs at partner country level.41 Of those that hold consultations at headquarters level, 20 hold regular, advance-

scheduled (i.e. systematic) consultations with CSOs at headquarters level and 26 hold consultations on an as 

needed (ad hoc) basis there. In addition, 7 responding members hold regular, advance-scheduled consultations 

with CSOs at partner country level and 20 hold as needed (ad hoc) consultations at partner country level. 
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Table 2.2. Types of policies consulted on and CSOs consulted with 

  Type of CSOs consulted with     

Type of policy consulted on Member country 

CSOs 

Other member 

country CSOs 

International or regional 

CSOs 

Partner country 

CSOs 

Member’s policies at headquarters level 27 2 9 6 

Member's policies at partner country level 19 4 11 16 

Member's multilateral policies and/or strategic 

positions 

20 2 9 5 

Member's CSO and/or civil society policies at 

headquarters level 
26 4 9 8 

Member's CSO and/or civil society policies at 

partner country level 

9 3 7 13 

Note: A total of 29 members responded, with respondents able to select multiple options.  

Source: Responses to the How DAC Members Work with Civil Society survey of members, conducted between November 2018 and March 

2019. 

Fourteen responding members state that their approach to consultation with CSOs has changed in the last 

five years, with more members undertaking systematic dialogue with CSOs.42 The three most frequently 

selected main influences on responding members’ decisions regarding their approach to consultation with 

CSOs are the influence of the public, including CSOs, in the member country (12 responses); member 

history and habit (10 responses); and the necessity of demonstrating development results tied with the 

influence of member political leadership (9 responses).43,44 

Members’ survey responses and policy documents show that they are increasingly hosting some form of 

platform on development co-operation in which CSOs participate alongside the member government 

and/or elected representatives. Platforms are diverse in their composition, set up and the scope of their 

subject matter. All of them include CSOs, are systematic rather than ad hoc, and address strategic and 

policy directions. A sampling of examples shows the diversity of member practices of dialogue and 

consultation with CSOs (Box 2.3). 

Box 2.3. Member practices of dialogue and consultation with CSOs 

Members have adopted a range of practices to include CSOs in dialogue and consultation: 

 The EU Policy Forum for Development (PFD) was established in 2013 following an extensive 

Structured Dialogue with civil society actors and local authorities. It involves a regular cycle of 

global, regional and stakeholder dialogues. Governed by a jointly agreed PFD Charter, it has 

as objectives to facilitate dialogue on cross-cutting issues; promote policy debate and exchange 

of information and experiences; and support and follow up on the recommendations from the 

Structured Dialogue (Garcia, 2016[47]). 

 Slovenia’s Expert Council for Development Cooperation includes an NGO representative. In 

addition, its effort to include NGOs and civil society in development co-operation planning, 

implementation and evaluation also involves structured dialogue between the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs (MFA) and the NGO Platform at least twice a year, and working exchanges 

between the MFA and the Platform are also encouraged (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 

Republic of Slovenia, 2013, p. 1[48]); paragraph 25 of (Government of the Republic of Slovenia, 

2017[49]). 

 The French National Council for Development and International Solidarity, which meets three 

times a year, enables dialogue between the French government and “development and 

international solidarity actors” inclusive of groupings of “NGOs, trade unions, employers, 

companies, parliamentarians, territorial authorities, universities and research institutes, and 
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high-level foreign figures” (French Development Agency, 2018, pp. 11, 15[27]). This high-level, 

institutionalised dialogue platform is complemented by additional strategic dialogue with CSOs 

on broad development co-operation policy, sector and thematic issues, and CSO funding 

mechanisms. Some of this is institutionalised and thus systematic; some is more informal and 

ad hoc. 

 The NGO Working Group of the Luxembourg Ministry of Foreign and European Affairs meets 

at least six times a year to discuss not only policy but also CSOs’ programme implementation 

and members’ operations. Topics covered range from progress in CSOs’ programmes, the 

status of funding opportunities and partnership agreements, plans for annual development 

roundtables, and even staffing changes in the ministry (Government of the Grand Duchy of 

Luxembourg, 2018[50]). 

Members also have systematic dialogue fora on specific topics. According to its survey response, Denmark 

has established clusters for dialogue on specific development themes. During its 2015 evaluation of the 

Australian NGO Cooperation Program, the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) 

worked with the Australian Council for International Development, a network of Australian development 

CSOs, as a reference group to get continuous feedback on findings and recommendations (Department 

of Foreign Affairs and Trade of Australia and Coffey International Development, 2015, pp. iii, 24[51]). In 

2018, following the launch of its Civil Society Partnerships Policy, Global Affairs Canada initiated a joint 

Advisory Group with CSOs to advise on a shared approach, vision and priorities to support the policy’s 

implementation. Comprised of four Global Affairs Canada officials and eight CSOs selected by the civil 

society sector and guided by the Istanbul Principles for CSO Development Effectiveness, the advisory 

group is developing an implementation plan for the policy (CPAG, n.d.[52]).  

Consultations with members and CSOs for this study show the value of members co-ordinating their 

dialogue with CSOs. Co-ordination is a way to manage consultation demands on CSOs while facilitating 

joint and cross-border learning. In response to a survey question on methods used to co-ordinate and 

harmonise their CSO support and engagement, members most frequently select co-ordinated dialogues 

with CSOs and joint knowledge-sharing platforms (15 and 10 respondents, respectively).45  

There is minimal indication of dialogue co-ordination at partner country level. On the contrary, consultation 

inputs reveal instances of members creating multiple, parallel dialogue structures at partner country level. 

One example of co-ordinated dialogue at partner country level, however, is the development of EU Country 

Roadmaps for Engagement with Civil Society. The EU, with input from members and CSOs, has initiated 

joint analysis and planning in 107 partner countries as the basis for joint and co-ordinated programming 

between and among the EU and EU member states; this is sometimes co-ordinated with other donors, 

though the degree to which the Roadmaps are taken up by EU members to guide their strategic 

engagement with CSOs is said to be mixed (CONCORD, 2017, pp. 16-17[53]). At global level, the survey 

responses of three members (ADA, Portugal and Slovenia) cite the Global Education Network Europe in 

which they participate as a good practice example. The Network uses structured networking, strategy 

sharing and peer learning across participating members and CSOs towards improving the quality and 

provision of global education in Europe. 

As regards CSOs’ overall level of satisfaction with members’ consultation processes, 24 of the responding 

members indicate that CSOs are satisfied with the member’s consultation processes at headquarters 

level.46,47 Of the 20 members that hold consultations at partner country level, 9 indicate that CSOs are 

satisfied with the member’s consultation processes.48  

Survey responses from CSOs, however, indicate that CSOs tend to be partially rather than fully satisfied 

with members’ consultation processes. CSOs indicate that consultation schedules do not always leave 

CSOs with sufficient time to prepare or ensure appropriate representation. In member countries that 

prioritise consultation, CSOs sometimes struggle to meet the volume of consultation demands, especially 

when schedules are set unilaterally by the member country government. CSOs also indicate that 
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consultation outcomes are not necessarily relayed back to CSOs. Nor, they say, are the outcomes 

commensurate with the investment of time, energy and insights provided by CSOs.  

According to their survey responses and consultation inputs, CSOs appreciate the existence of regular 

and permanent platforms for dialogue and consultation with members and would like to see more such 

systematic dialogues established with CSOs in partner countries. CSOs also welcome opportunities for 

less formal, ad hoc dialogues that allow for more frequent exchange with members on varied topics.  

In consultations for this study, CSOs call for dialogue that is more inclusive of a broad swathe of civil 

society in both member and partner countries. They recommend that inclusivity stretch to dialogue with 

CSOs that are not necessarily members’ direct funding partners. Transparent and clear criteria for 

participation would help to foster inclusivity, with the criteria informed by analysis of the civil society sector 

(e.g. power imbalances among CSOs, representation of the most marginalised groups, geographic spread, 

civic space, etc.). Inclusivity also requires that capacity challenges hindering the participation of various 

civil society actors, especially at partner country level, be addressed. Among the capacity challenges for 

CSOs are the human resources and time needed to undertake the research and analysis for well-informed 

engagement, as well as even the time required to travel to often centralised dialogue sites. The design of 

dialogue and consultation platforms also needs to account for linguistic and cultural diversity. 

Survey and consultation responses from CSOs further underscore the importance of dialogue, not solely 

on members’ development co-operation policies and strategies but also on broader subjects based on 

mutual interests and needs. CSOs point to the role they can play in sharing knowledge, experience and 

analysis drawn from their close contacts with civil society and other actors on the ground in partner 

countries, which can assist members to develop and implement better-informed policies and programmes 

in partner countries. 

In sum, members are consulting more, and more systematically, on all types of policies and strategies. 

However, there is a greater emphasis on consultation and dialogue with member country CSOs than with 

partner country CSOs. This imbalance holds for co-ordination of dialogue as well. There is room for 

improvement in dialogue quality and inclusivity, in keeping with good practice, and dialogue on topics 

beyond development policy and programmes would be welcome. 

2.8. Administrative requirements 

Key findings 

 Some members are making efforts to reduce the administrative burden of proposal, reporting 

and associated administrative requirements, though more could be done and by more members. 

 There is minimal allowance for the use of CSOs’ own proposal and reporting formats, though 

combined member-CSO formats are seen. 

 There is a risk that new requirements from members cancel out their efforts to reduce 

transaction costs.  

 Harmonisation of requirements across members is occurring to a limited degree, specifically 

through member participation in multi-donor pooled funds. The 2013 Code of Practice on 

Harmonisation across members could be revisited. 

Survey responses and consultation inputs from members indicate a recognition that the administrative 

requirements of members’ CSO funding tend to be burdensome, both for CSOs and members. As 
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illustrated in Figure 2.4, approximately half of responding members identify the administrative/transaction 

costs of their CSO funding as a disadvantage of working with CSOs.  

Survey responses point to efforts by some members to reduce the administrative burden and associated 

transaction costs of their CSO support. For example, the EC responds that it has introduced longer 

implementation periods and larger funding amounts in the past five years. Also notable is a new EU 

Financial Regulation (2018/1046) that took effect in 2018 and includes a number of simplifications and 

allows for further reliance on the rules and procedures of European Commission partners (European 

Parliament-European Council, 2018[54]). 

Member survey responses and policy documents provide other examples of member efforts in this regard, 

including longer contracts with greater budget flexibility (ADA); simplifying and digitalising funding 

guidelines and procedures (AECID, Germany); accepting English as the reporting language (Czech 

Republic); simplifying and clarifying administrative cost coverage allowance (DFID); and reducing specific 

reporting requirements e.g. on public anchorage (Denmark). In Spain, a working group has been 

established with AEICD and the autonomous communities (regional governments) to harmonise 

procedures and reduce the administrative burden on CSOs. In Canada, measures to reduce the 

administrative burden on Global Affairs Canada and CSO partners such as simplified funding application 

forms and streamlined assessment processes are in place or in progress (Global Affairs Canada, 2017, 

p. 69[55]; Global Affairs Canada, 2020[28]). Australia’s longstanding use of an accreditation process for CSO 

partners is reputed to streamline the due diligence process and thus reduce transaction costs for DFAT 

and the CSOs it funds (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade of Australia and Coffey International 

Development, 2015, pp. 43-44, 59[51]).  

Formats for proposal submission can be long and complex and not necessarily tailorable to CSOs’ 

approaches or priorities. Fifteen responding members require that funding proposal formats for CSO 

funding be submitted in a format provided by the institution.49 Ten responding members use formats that 

combine sections pre-defined by the member with CSOs’ choice of format. Iceland, for example, requires 

applicants to fill out a four-page application form detailing the funding needed, timeline and project outline 

and to accompany this form with a more detailed proposal in a format the CSO chooses. Four responding 

members accept proposal submissions in a format the CSO chooses. Different formats can be used for 

different financial mechanisms. For example, when providing core support to CSOs, SDC has accepted 

proposals in CSOs’ chosen format. However, for support through CSOs, SDC’s format must be used.  

CSO respondents to the CSO survey offer a mix of views regarding whether or not member proposal 

formats and procedures are overly burdensome on CSOs. CSOs critique members’ proposal formats as 

demanding a level of detail that is not of clear benefit to programme planning. CSOs note that they must 

invest considerable time and financial resources to respond to calls for proposals, with success far from 

guaranteed. A positive development noted by CSOs is that members sometimes use a two-stage process 

involving a preliminary, less detailed concept note followed by a full proposal for partially approved 

candidates. 

According to member survey responses, members show less flexibility on reporting formats than on 

proposal formats. Twenty responding members require reporting to be done in a template provided by the 

member.50 Twelve responding members are open to reporting that combines the member’s pre-defined 

sections and CSOs’ choice of format. 

CSO respondents to the CSO survey are again mixed in their views of whether members’ reporting formats 

are overly burdensome or not. Those that see formats and related requirements as overly burdensome 

note again the high level of investment (human resources, financial) required to comply and their frustration 

over frequently changing formats and new requirements. In one instance, recently revised reporting 

formats, newly introduced requirements – for example, sign-off on integrity charters – and the obligation to 

report to the International Aid Transparency Initiative (IATI) standard all demand a large time investment.  
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As regards the duration of members’ financial support for CSOs, 18 responding members indicate they 

have agreements or contracts for CSO support lasting from one year to three years and/or from three years 

to five years.51 Only five respondents offer agreements and/or contracts of more than five years and nine 

offer agreements of less than one year. That there is a preponderance of members with agreements and/or 

contracts of less than five years may be due in part to inclusion of agreements for humanitarian assistance, 

which tend to be of shorter duration than those for development. When it comes to the frequency for 

reporting for CSOs, 19 responding members require CSOs to report annually, with 6 responding members 

requiring bi-annual reporting and 4 requiring quarterly reporting.52  

When asked about a range of methods members use to co-ordinate and harmonise their CSO support and 

engagement with other donors at partner country or headquarters level, nine members select as their 

response harmonising conditions for agreements and/or proposal and/or reporting requirements.53 Seven 

responding members select joint evaluations and/or site visits as another method to co-ordinate and 

harmonise their CSO support, and four responding members select the method of joint audits.  

As seen in Sections 1.8 and 0, there is some use by members of multi-donor pooled funds, which is one 

way to co-ordinate and harmonise requirements. Just under one third of responding members (ten) 

participate in pooled funds operating at headquarters level, nine participate in pooled funds operating at 

partner country level, and ten contribute to multilateral/global funds.54 Responding members select multiple 

reasons for why [they] pool funding for CSOs. The most frequently selected reason (ten) is to enhance 

effective development co-operation through co-ordination and harmonisation, the underlying rationale of 

which is to reduce transaction costs for fund recipients and members.55 Other reasons for pooling funding 

for CSOs are, in descending order of frequency, to find synergies and build on comparative advantages of 

members (eight), increase the funding for specific projects/programmes of CSOs (eight), and increase the 

reach and diversity of CSOs supported (six).  

More generally regarding the administrative burden of requirements placed on CSOs, survey and 

consultation findings give a sense that CSOs are hearing mixed messages from members. On one hand, 

members make official statements about reducing the administrative burden and take some steps in that 

regard, such as extending agreement durations or simplifying reporting formats. On the other hand, 

detailed rules, for instance on budget adjustments, additional reporting requirements or other due diligence 

requirements are felt to cancel out reductions in transaction costs. CSOs would like to see more members 

aligning with CSOs’ own formats and requirements, rather than CSOs having to conform to the many 

requirements imposed by different members. They would also like to see members harmonise 

requirements in line with the 2013 Code of Practice on Donor Harmonisation.  

Nonetheless, members make clear in consultations for this study that the requirements placed on CSOs 

are tied to member governments’ legal, regulatory and administrative requirements and that it can be 

challenging to alter these requirements. Members also note that the administrative requirements of their 

financial support can serve to bolster CSOs’ capacity by helping CSOs to better plan, monitor and manage 

implementation of their programmes. 

In sum, members are making some effort to reduce the administrative burden associated with both the 

application and proposals process and the reporting by CSOs they financially support. However, members 

remain largely tied to traditional requirements. While they acknowledge that these can be burdensome, 

members also say that these requirements help them to meet their own upward accountability demands. 

At the same time, CSOs continue to experience the administrative and technical burden of proposals, 

applications and reporting to members as an ongoing hindrance to their effectiveness as development 

actors. More effort is needed to streamline administrative requirements while ensuring that members 

maintain the standards necessary to meet their domestic requirements. The 2013 Code of Practice on 

Harmonisation could be revisited. 
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2.9. Monitoring for results and learning 

Key findings 

 Members experience constant pressure to demonstrate results of their CSO support. 

 Most members allow CSO-defined indicators to be used in results frameworks. 

 There is some use of iterative or adaptive approaches to results and performance management, 

with an emphasis on learning to inform decision making on programme directions. 

Members are under pressure to demonstrate that ODA is achieving development results. When asked to 

name the main influences on their decisions on policies, funding mechanisms, monitoring and reporting, 

and even consultations with CSOs, members consistently cite the need to demonstrate development 

results as one of the top three influences.  

Members use various types of arrangements as the basis for reporting and learning between the member 

and CSOs (Box 2.4). Approximately half of responding members (15) use more than one type of 

arrangement for the different funding mechanisms they have in place.56 Many more responding members 

(21) use an agreement or contract with a results framework, for example a logical framework or results 

matrix with indicators compared to the members (8) that use an agreement or contract with objectives or 

milestones, but no results framework with indicators. 

Box 2.4. Basis for reporting and learning between members and CSOs 

Members use a range of instruments to share reporting and learning with CSOs:  

 21 members use agreements or contracts with a results framework, for example a logical 

framework or a results matrix with indicators 

 16 members use agreements or contracts with (adaptive) results frameworks, for example a 

theory of change, logical framework or a results-matrix with indicators 

 10 members use agreements or contracts aligning to CSOs’ strategic objectives and internal 

systems and approaches to planning, monitoring and evaluation 

 8 members use agreements or contracts with objectives or milestones, but do not use results 

framework with indicators. 

Source: Responses to the How DAC Members Work with Civil Society survey of members, conducted between November 2018 and March 

2019. 

To strengthen the relevance and CSO ownership of monitoring and reporting and reduce the administrative 

burden on CSOs, members pursue a strategy of using indicators defined by or with CSOs in performance 

results frameworks or matrices. Approximately half of responding members use this type of bottom-up 

approach, allowing all (15 respondents) or some (16 respondents) of the indicators in results frameworks 

or matrices to be defined by CSOs or allowing indicators [to] be jointly defined between the member and 

CSOs (Box 2.5).57 Ten responding members use more than one approach. 

As one example, the format for the yearly outcome monitoring and reporting of the Belgian Federal Public 

Service (FPS) Foreign Affairs, Foreign Trade and Development Cooperation was developed in consultation 

with Belgian CSOs and combines some government-defined requirements with CSOs’ defined indicators. 

Reporting CSOs rank their progress using a four-point scale and are not obliged to provide a detailed 

narrative except on objectives that receive the lowest score. 
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Several members refer to ways in which they are placing greater emphasis on iterative or adaptive 

approaches as integral to results monitoring and performance optimisation, and they note methods they 

are trying out to enhance learning. Just over half of responding members (16) indicate that they use 

adaptive results frameworks as a basis for reporting and learning between members and CSOs (Box 2.4). 

Box 2.5. Defining results indicators 

Members use indicators in a variety of ways: 

 16 members’ frameworks and/or matrices for CSOs’ monitoring and reporting contain both 

CSO-defined and member-defined indicators 

 15 members allow CSOs to define the indicators 

 9 members work with CSOs to jointly define indicators 

 2 members define the indicators for CSOs. 

Source: Responses to the How DAC Members Work with Civil Society survey of members, conducted between November 2018 and March 

2019). 

Sida is one of the members that has embraced the iterative approach referred to as adaptive management. 

For Sida, adaptive management inherently recognises that development results are not always, and 

perhaps only rarely, achieved via a linear path. Adaptive management is a way to provide Sida staff and 

partners “more leeway to adjust their efforts based on their judgement and it encourages them to 

reconsider their strategies” (Sida, 2019[56]). Adaptive management can be an especially relevant approach 

when a CSO is being supported to affect transformative social or institutional changes, including 

strengthening civil society in partner countries, rather than when a CSO is supported as an implementing 

agent on behalf of a member (Sida, 2019, p. 15[22]). In another example, USAID notes in its survey 

response that it is increasingly using what is called a collaborating, learning and adapting (CLA) approach. 

Among other benefits, CLA is seen to reduce duplication through knowledge sharing and co-ordination 

within USAID and with other development actors; improve effectiveness by grounding programmes in 

evidence and proven or promising practices; and enable adaptive course corrections during 

implementation to shorten the path to results achievement. 

Member survey responses show additional examples of member attempts to better integrate learning into 

monitoring processes. The use of theories of change in Belgium’s five-year programmes with CSOs has 

encouraged more flexibility to modify programmes based on learning through implementation, while mid-

term learning evaluations precede the final accountability evaluation of these programmes. Staff of the 

Belgium FPS Foreign Affairs organise field visits with its CSO programme partners at least once every 

year, and reports about these visits are published on an internal knowledge database for easy access by 

other staff. Irish Aid has a similar approach to country-level monitoring visits of its partners, involving both 

staff and a pool of consultants. A terms of reference template is used for these monitoring visits to maximise 

lesson learning and enrich comparative findings. In the case of ADA, CSOs themselves lead programme 

evaluations, but the Civil Society and Evaluation units are consulted and provide quality assurance 

throughout the process in a collaborative spirit that allows for joint learning while increasing the evaluations’ 

use and quality. The Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs brings together its Dialogue and Dissent 

partners annually to discuss results progress, implementation challenges and success strategies.  

Most CSOs responding to the CSO survey, in contrast, indicate that in their experience, members are not 

using monitoring and reporting of CSOs’ supported initiatives as a source of learning – regardless of 

whether the learning is by and for members, the supported CSOs or for the wider CSO community. Though 

monitoring reports may contain lessons learned sections, actual learning on the basis of these lessons 

does not appear to receive concerted attention. The responses of CSOs suggest that overall, there are 
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missed opportunities for sharing outcomes, successes and good practices based on CSOs’ lessons from 

monitoring.  

Consultations with CSOs and members for this study reveal additional elements of good practice for 

monitoring and learning from results. One such element is working in a consultative, interactive way with 

CSO partners to develop results indicators and monitoring frameworks. Such an approach is considered 

a worthwhile investment in strengthening CSOs’ monitoring and learning capacity, not solely for the 

agreement at hand but for the long term. Another necessary element of good practice is openness on the 

part of CSOs to report on lack of progress and openness on the part of members to accept the value of 

learning from failure or at least from slow progress. 

Also noted in consultations is the value of including dialogue with partner country government 

representatives, where feasible, as part of the planning and monitoring process. This can help to foster 

joint learning and ensure relevance and complementarity and can be an important investment in the 

accountability of both CSOs and members at partner country level. 

In sum, members face a dilemma when it comes to their approaches to CSOs’ monitoring and reporting. 

They may fully understand that flexibility to use CSOs’ own indicators and frameworks can increase 

relevance and ownership while reducing the administrative burden on CSOs. But at the same time, they 

are constrained by the need to demonstrate results to the public in member countries. Results monitoring 

is an area of ongoing effort by members to identify methods that both meet needs and better integrate 

learning. Iterative or adaptive approaches to results management are gaining ground. 

2.10. Accountability and transparency of CSOs and members 

Key findings 

 A majority of members indicate that they encourage CSOs to foster relationships of 

accountability in the partner countries CSOs work in and that they use multiple approaches to 

encourage CSOs to do so. 

 More members need to assess and address how they support and engage with CSOs to ensure 

that their practices do no harm to CSOs’ accountability at partner country level. 

 Members are practicing transparency by making information about their financial flows to CSOs 

publicly accessible, though accessibility to partner country stakeholders is inadequately 

addressed. 

As discussed in Section 2.3.3, the practice of supporting CSOs to strengthen their effectiveness, 

accountability and transparency as a way to promote enabling environments for CSOs in partner countries 

is the second most frequently selected answer of responding members (Figure 2.2). Asked how they 

encourage CSOs to foster relationships of accountability in the partner countries they work in, responding 

members most frequently select encouraging participatory approaches (22 responses) (Figure 2.10).58 

The next most frequently selected options, in descending order, are encourage co-ordination between 

CSOs and partner country governments and among CSOs (19 responses) and encouraging CSOs to 

adhere to reasonable regulatory requirements in partner countries (16 responses). Fewer members 

indicate that they support CSO self-regulation mechanisms in member countries/globally (8 responses) or 

in partner countries (7 responses).59 Additionally, 18 responding members say they encourage the use of 

3 or more approaches. 
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Figure 2.10. Members’ approaches to encourage CSOs to foster relationships of accountability in 
partner countries 

 

Note: A total of 23 members responded, with respondents able to select multiple options. The options shown here are shortened versions of the 

language used in the survey. 

Source: Responses to the How DAC Members Work with Civil Society survey of members, conducted between November 2018 and March 

2019. 

Some members’ CSO policies speak to a gamut of CSO effectiveness and accountability issues that 

members encourage CSOs to address. For example, for the EC, issues of CSOs’ representativeness, 

internal governance, transparency, and co-ordination with national or local authorities are all areas of CSO 

responsibility that indirectly form part of the enabling environment for CSOs needing attention (European 

Commission, 2012, p. 6[17]). Norad’s Guiding Principles call on CSOs to “be accountable to the affected 

populations” and offer examples of how to do so, including through development and implementation of 

publicly available ethical guidelines; whistle-blowing channels for financial irregularities, sexual 

harassment and other misconduct; and public disclosure of reports and evaluations, among other 

information (Norad, 2018, p. 8[10]).60 Member survey responses point to member steps to promote CSOs’ 

accountability in relation to the prevention of sexual exploitation, abuse and harassment. One example is 

a new financial and moral integrity charter in Belgium. Another is DFID’s new safeguarding standards 

applied through the programme management cycle, as described in the document entitled DFID Enhanced 

Due Diligence: Safeguarding for External Partners (DFID, 2020[57]).61 

When it comes to CSO self-regulation as an approach to encouraging CSOs to foster relationships of 

accountability in partner countries, three member policies encourage CSO participation in self-regulation: 

the EC communication entitled The Roots of Democracy and Sustainable Development (European 

Commission, 2012[17]), the Sida (2019[22]) Guiding Principles document, and Canada’s Policy for Civil 

Society Partnerships (Global Affairs Canada, 2020[28]). In each of these, reference is made to the Istanbul 

Principles for CSO Development Effectiveness as an example of a CSO self-regulation initiative. 

As noted (Sections 1.10 and 2.3.3), how members support and engage with CSOs has the potential to 

negatively affect CSOs’ accountability in partner countries and can fuel the type of regulatory restrictions 

by partner country governments that shrink the space for CSOs’ operations. Thus, the promotion of 

enabling environments in partner countries also requires that members self-assess to understand and 

address whether and how their support for and engagement with CSOs may be undermining CSOs’ 

accountability at partner country level and, in turn, contributing to disenabling environments for civil society. 
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Survey responses show, however, that few members are undertaking this kind of self-assessment 

(Figure 2.2). 

Members’ own accountability at partner country level is also a concern. One way that members address 

their own accountability is through transparency regarding their CSO funding. According to survey 

responses, 18 responding members use more than one practice to make information about their support 

for CSOs publicly accessible (Box 2.6).62  

Box 2.6. Making information about CSO support publicly accessible 

The survey of members finds that: 

 15 members make annual reports available to the public 

 15 members report to their member country parliaments 

 9 members maintain an open access database covering all CSO support 

 8 members require CSOs to report to the International Aid Transparency Initiative standard 

 6 members maintain an open access database covering CSO support in specific partner 

countries 

 2 members provide reports to partner country governments. 

Source: Responses to the How DAC Members Work with Civil Society survey of members, conducted between November 2018 and March 

2019. 

Responding members tend to favour practices such as annual reports to the public and/or to member 

country parliaments (15 responses for each option) for the purpose of making information about their CSO 

support publicly accessible, and 9 have established open access databases of their CSO support. The 

disadvantage of these practices, however, is that they are not necessarily disaggregated by the partner 

countries in which the supported CSOs operate. Nor are the partner country stakeholders necessarily 

aware of their existence. Few members (5) maintain or participate in open access databases covering their 

CSO support in specific partner countries. The number of members requiring CSOs to report to the IATI 

standard has grown in the past few years, with 8 members responding that such reporting is a requirement, 

although as noted, IATI data are not necessarily easily disaggregated for partner country level access 

either. 

In sum, survey responses indicate that members recognise CSO accountability and transparency as 

important components of enabling environments for CSOs in partner countries. There is use among 

members of a mix of methods to support CSOs to enhance their accountability in partner countries. 

However, members have not sufficiently taken up self-assessment to better understand and address how 

their support and engagement with CSOs might undermine CSO accountability. At the same time, 

transparency regarding members’ country-specific flows for CSOs is inadequately developed. 
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Notes

1 Where the exact wording or key words of a survey question are used in this chapter, they are italicised. 

2 The survey data cover 29 out of 30 members. Responses to some survey questions were mandatory; 

others were optional. A response to the question on how members define CSOs and civil society was 

optional; 22 members responded. For some of the 7 members that did not respond, policy documents 

contained the definitions they use or that could be inferred from the ways such documents refer to CSOs 

or civil society. 

3 This quotation is drawn from Belgium’s survey response and the author’s translation of the French version 

of the Belgian Law. 

4 This survey question was mandatory, and all surveyed members responded to the question. 

5 In the 2011 survey, How DAC Members Work with CSOs, only 20 members reported having a policy in 

place. However, the DAC had a smaller membership (24) in 2011 than in 2019, meaning that the 

percentage of responding members with such policies decreased from 2011 to 2019 from 87% to 76%. 

6 While Switzerland indicated in its survey response that it did not have a policy, it has since developed 

one and therefore is included in the 22 members with such policies. 

7 Hereinafter in this study, reference is made to policies, though the survey questions ask about members’ 

policies/strategies. 

8 The network is the Korea NGO Council for Overseas Development Cooperation. 

9 This survey question was mandatory, and all members surveyed responded. One member, however, did 

not select any of the responses available for the main objective for working with CSOs and civil society, 

and instead responded with a different main objective. Members could select multiple responses. 

10 The public engagement objective was raised in several members’ narrative responses to the survey. In 

hindsight, public engagement should have been included in the survey’s list of objective options. 

11 This survey question was optional; 26 members responded to the question of whether their objectives 

for working with CSOs and civil society have changed in the past five years and 3 members did not 

respond. 

12 Members’ selection of human rights and democratisation as an objective is complemented by the use of 

a human rights-based approach to development, though the two are not the same. 

13 According to the member survey, environments are considered enabling for CSOs in partner countries 

when legal and regulatory frameworks for the CSO sector facilitate CSOs’ ability to exist and operate and 

when there is space for CSOs to engage in policy processes. In such environments, the rights to freedom 

of association, expression and peaceful assembly are respected and CSOs have access to 

institutionalised, multi-stakeholder spaces for dialogue where they can contribute to defining and 

monitoring development policy and planning. 

14 This survey question was optional; 24 members selected one or more practices to strengthen civil society 

in partner countries and 5 members did not select any. Members could select multiple responses. 
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15 This survey question was optional; 24 members selected one or more practices to promote enabling 

environments for CSOs and civil society in partner countries and 5 members did not select any. Members 

could select multiple responses. 

16 This survey question was mandatory, and all surveyed members responded to the question. 

17 The design of the How DAC Members Work with Civil Society surveys preceded the adoption of the 

DAC Recommendation on the Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus, and coverage of the nexus was 

not part of the surveys. The commentary provided here on members’ treatment of the Recommendation 

recognises that comprehensive coverage of how members are addressing the nexus is not to be found in 

their CSO policies. Plans for disseminating and supporting implementation and monitoring of the 

Recommendation are underway at the OECD Development Co-operation Directorate in collaboration with 

the International Network on Conflict and Fragility. 

18 This survey question asked what does your institution identify as the comparative advantages of working 

with CSOs. The question was mandatory, and all surveyed members responded to it. Members could 

select multiple options. 

19 There are more members that ascribe comparative advantages to member country and international 

CSOs than there are members that ascribe comparative advantages to partner country CSOs in all but 

these two comparative advantage areas. That some members do not support partner country CSOs 

directly does not fully explain this, as only two of the members not supporting partner country CSOs directly 

chose to not select any comparative advantages for partner country CSOs. 

20 This survey question was mandatory, and all surveyed members responded to it. Members could select 

multiple responses. 

21 While the surveys refer to funding mechanisms/modalities, this study refers simply to funding 

mechanisms. 

22 This survey question was mandatory. However, one member did not reply to this question and thus the 

total number of respondents is 28. 

23 For the survey, partnership/framework and core support were provided as a single option. 

24 This survey question was mandatory, and all surveyed members responded to the question. 

25 This survey question was mandatory, and all surveyed members responded to the question. 

26 This survey question was optional; 22 members selected one or more main influences on their decisions 

regarding financial support mechanisms for CSOs and 7 members did not select any. Members could 

select multiple responses. 

27 This survey question was mandatory, and all surveyed members responded to it. Members could select 

multiple responses. 

28 The term “developing country-based” is used here and elsewhere in this study specifically when referring 

to OECD statistics, as that is the term used in the DAC statistical reporting directives. See also Section 

1.2. 

29 These percentage figures do not add up to 100% because a small portion (almost 1% in 2018) of 

members’ CSO flows are reported in OECD statistics as undefined by CSO type. 
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30 Some of the increase in the reported share of flows for developing country-based CSOs and/or for 

international CSOs may also be due to how flows are reported, with members now attributing to these 

CSOs the bulk of flows previously reported as undefined. The share of flows reported as undefined 

declined from almost 8% of total flows for CSOs in 2010 to almost 1% in 2018. 

31 This survey question was mandatory. However, as one member did not reply to this question, the total 

number of respondents is 28. Members could select multiple responses. 

32 This survey question was optional; 23 members responded to the question of whether they have funding 

mechanisms that explicitly support CSOs to engage in south-south or triangular co-operation and 6 did not 

respond to the question. 

33 This survey question was optional; 22 members selected one or more main influences on their decisions 

regarding the type of CSOs supported and on their policies and strategies related to CSOs or civil society 

and seven members did not select any. Members could select multiple responses. 

34 This survey question would have been more informative had it been separated into two separate queries, 

one on type of CSOs supported and a second on policies, strategies and priorities. 

35 It should be noted, however, that for such members, other means can be used to reach partner country-

based CSOs. So while the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development does not 

directly support partner country CSOs, German implementing agencies such as Deutsche Gesellschaft für 

Internationale Zusammenarbeit and KfW do. The Czech Republic notes its contribution to multi-donor 

pooled funds and funding via the European Union and UN bodies as ways it reaches partner country-

based CSOs. 

36 Of course, the level of public trust in CSOs varies by member country, by CSO and over time. 

Nonetheless, it can be said to be higher than public trust in partner country CSOs, as these are less directly 

connected to and known by member country publics. 

37 The voice of member country CSOs and the public tied for third place, in terms of frequency of 

responses, with the influence of recommendations from members’ assessments/evaluations. 

38 This survey question was mandatory, and all surveyed members responded to the question. Members 

could select multiple responses. 

39 This survey question was optional; 23 members responded to the question of whether the type of CSO 

or civil society they support has changed in the last five years and 6 members did not respond to the 

question. 

40 Each of these members consult with partner country CSOs on at least four of the five policy areas in 

Table 2.2. 

41 This survey question was mandatory, and all surveyed members responded to the question. Members 

could select multiple responses. 

42 This survey question was optional; 24 members responded whether their approach to consultation with 

CSOs has changed in the last five years and 5 members did not respond to the question. 

43 This survey question was optional; 24 members selected one or more main influences on their decisions 

regarding their approach to consultation with CSOs and 5 members did not select any. Members could 

select multiple responses. 
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44 This survey question asked about influences on members’ decisions regarding their approach to 

consultation with CSOs and members’ approach to public awareness/development education/citizen 

engagement. CSOs’ role in public awareness raising is discussed in Section 0. 

45 This survey question was optional; 19 members selected one or more methods used to co-ordinate and 

harmonise their CSO support and engagement with other donors at partner country or headquarters level 

and 10 members did not select any. Members could select multiple responses. 

46 This survey question was mandatory. All but one surveyed member responded, for a total of 28 

respondents. 

47 One member, the EC, indicates CSOs are very satisfied with its consultation processes at headquarters 

level; 16 members indicate that CSOs are satisfied; 7 indicate that CSOs are partially satisfied; and 5 

indicate that data on level of satisfaction is not available. None of the responding members indicate that 

CSOs are not satisfied at all with consultation processes at headquarters level. One respondent indicating 

that data is not available also indicated that CSOs are satisfied with the consultation processes, hence the 

total number of responses is 29. 

48 Four responding members indicate CSOs are satisfied with consultation processes at partner country 

level and five indicate they are partially satisfied. None indicate that CSOs are very satisfied or not satisfied 

at all with consultation processes at partner country level. Ten members indicate that data on level of 

satisfaction is not available. 

49 This survey question was optional; 20 members selected one or more funding proposal formats for CSO 

funding and 9 members did not select any. Members could select multiple responses. 

50 This survey question was mandatory. All but 2 surveyed members responded, for a total of 27 

respondents. Members could select multiple responses. 

51 This survey question was optional; 23 members selected one or more options related to duration of 

financial support for CSOs and six members did not select any. Members could select multiple responses. 

52 This survey question was optional; 24 members selected one or more option for frequency for reporting 

for CSOs and five members did not select any. Members could select multiple responses. 

53 This survey question was optional; 19 members selected one or more methods used to co-ordinate and 

harmonise their CSO support and engagement with other donors at partner country or headquarters level 

and 10 members did not select any. Members could select multiple responses. 

54 This survey question was mandatory. However, one member did not reply to this question, thus the total 

number of respondents is 28. Members could select multiple responses. 

55 This survey question was optional; 11 members selected one or more reasons for why they pool funding 

for CSOs and 18 members did not select any reason. Members could select multiple responses. 

56 This survey question was mandatory. However, one member did not reply to this question, meaning that 

the total number of respondents is 28. Members could select multiple responses. 

57 This survey question was mandatory. However, 2 members did not reply to this question, meaning that 

the total number of respondents is 27. Members could select multiple responses. 
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58 This survey question was optional; 23 members selected one or more approaches to encourage CSOs 

to foster relationships of accountability in the partner countries they work in and 6 members did not select 

any. Members could select multiple responses. 

59 This survey question could more appropriately have asked whether members urge CSOs to participate 

in such self-regulation mechanisms rather than whether they provide support to CSO self-regulation 

mechanisms, possibly leading to a more positive responses from members. 

60 The Guiding Principles for Norad’s support to civil society stipulate that public disclosure must be at a 

level of detail that does not put staff, partners or affected populations at risk. 

61 The design of the How DAC Members Work with Civil Society surveys preceded the adoption of the 

DAC Recommendation on Ending Sexual Exploitation, Abuse, and Harassment in Development Co-

operation and Humanitarian Assistance, and coverage of the sexual exploitation, abuse and harassment 

issue was not part of the surveys. 

62 This survey question was optional; 24 members selected one or more practices to make information 

about their CSO support publicly accessible and 5 members did not select any. Members could select 

multiple responses. 
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This chapter presents action points for members and for the OECD DAC to 

more effectively support and engage with civil society and civil society 

organisations (CSOs) and, by extension, the enabling environment for civil 

society. The action points are based on this study’s findings from the 

literature, OECD statistics, survey data and inputs from consultations. They 

are offered to enrich and inspire further discussion among DAC members 

and CSOs, with a view towards developing new guidance or a 

recommendation to improve how members work with the civil society 

sector. 

 

  

3 Action points for DAC members and 

the OECD DAC towards enabling 

civil society 
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Members of the DAC have committed to Agenda 2030. It is clear that achieving this ambitious agenda 

requires all actors to engage fully and contribute their significant resources. Civil society organisations 

(CSOs) are valued development partners for members and are also important development actors in their 

own right. Virtually all members support them and engage with them and on average, 15% of members’ 

bilateral official development assistance (ODA) flows for CSOs. Further, CSOs are a significant source of 

private contributions to development co-operation.  

CSOs also are active players in social, economic and democratic development. They are providers of 

services and agents of change, drawing attention to issues that might not otherwise be addressed, 

channelling the voices of poor and otherwise marginalised people, and pushing for accountability from all 

development actors. Effective CSO support is an opportunity to facilitate CSOs’ role in making sure that 

no one is left behind in progressing towards the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). This means that, 

crucially, members must focus on flows for CSOs and civil society.  

The extensive qualitative and quantitative data gathered for this study show that members have been 

making changes, and continue to make changes, to their policies and objectives for working with CSOs 

and civil society, their financial support for CSOs, their investments in dialogue and consultation with CSOs, 

the administrative requirements of their CSO support, and their approaches to monitoring and learning 

from the CSO initiatives they support. More can be done. The literature, OECD statistics, survey data and 

consultation inputs collected for this study indicate ways forward to further strengthen the effectiveness of 

members’ support for and engagement with CSOs and civil society. The concluding action points of this 

chapter are offered for further discussion – with DAC members and CSOs in particular, but also with the 

wider stakeholder community such as other providers of development co-operation, foundations and 

academia – and ultimately to be developed into some form of a guidance or a recommendation that builds 

on this study. 

3.1. Action points for DAC members 

3.1.1. Greater commonality is needed in member definitions of civil society and CSOs for 

shared understanding and to reflect civil society diversity 

In focus – Action point for members 

 Clarify definitions of civil society and CSOs towards a common understanding and more 

inclusive coverage. 

The way members understand and refer to civil society and CSOs varies. For some, CSOs are understood 

as formal organisations within a broader civil society sector inclusive of, for example, social movements 

and other non-formal forms of peoples’ associations. Some member definitions of or references to CSOs 

reflect the reality of diversity in the civil society sector and include trade unions, research and academic 

institutions, diaspora and migrant organisations, women’s organisations, and social enterprises, among 

others. In other cases, members’ references are to one CSO type – non-governmental organisations 

(NGOs) – or to non-governmental development organisations. 

The diversity of the civil society sector is a challenge to establishing common definitions across members. 

Yet greater commonality offers clear benefits. It would foster greater coherence among members in taking 

up the action points from this study. It also would help CSOs, and civil society at large, to better understand 

which of them are the focus of particular member policies and support. Clarity in definitions of civil society 

and CSOs would make it easier for members to understand each other’s point of reference. 
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The OECD and DAC definitions of CSOs (and NGOs) provide a good starting point to reach greater 

commonality of definitions among members. It is important, moreover, to have a broad definition of civil 

society and CSOs to realistically reflect the broad range of formal and informal actors that comprise the 

civil society sector and that fill many and varied roles in development. A broad definition is an important 

foundation on which members can build policies, financial support and engagement mechanisms that are 

inclusive and representative of the diverse civil society sector. 

3.1.2. Policies for working with civil society and CSOs are needed to ensure clarity and 

transparency of objectives 

In focus – Action points for members 

 Have a civil society or CSO-specific policy document of some form (e.g. legislation, policy, 

strategy, principles, guidance or action plan). 

 At minimum, ensure that a specific policy document addresses objectives for working with civil 

society and CSOs both as implementing partners and as development actors in their own right 

and that the document also recognises the need to strengthen a pluralist and independent civil 

society as an essential part of a just, democratic and sustainable society. Such a document also 

should address contextual issues including civic space challenges. 

 Integrate CSO or civil society issues, including civic space challenges, beyond development co-

operation policies and to other policy realms. 

 Develop and monitor such policies in consultation with CSOs, following good practice for 

dialogue and consultation. 

A policy document provides a transparent, overarching framework for members’ support for and 

engagement with CSOs in development co-operation. A policy needs to provide sufficient guidance for 

members’ decision making as regards their support and engagement with CSOs. Absent a policy, 

members risk that their work with CSOs is ad hoc and merely the disbursement of funds without strategic 

direction to meet development objectives. Currently, approximately three quarters of members indicate 

that they have policies for working with CSOs, with just over half of members having a CSO or civil society-

specific policy. 

A policy document does not have to be a policy per se, but can be in the form of legislation, a strategy, 

principles, guidance or an action plan. Nor does it necessarily have to be a civil society or CSO-specific 

document. What is important is that a key policy document spells out objectives for working with civil society 

and CSOs, both as members’ implementing partners in development and as development actors in their 

own right; incorporates analysis of why the member works with civil society and CSOs; and reflects the 

value of CSOs as relevant and effective partners in development and the value of a diverse and 

independent civil society as an essential part of a just, democratic and sustainable society. The policy 

document should also consider contextual issues for civil society and CSOs in development including civic 

space challenges. In addition, a comprehensive policy would contain information on principles of working 

with CSOs, financial support mechanisms, a dialogue mechanism, and approaches to monitoring for 

results and learning. If there is a lack of certainty on some particular directions, the policy can commit to 

exploring options. 

Members further need to integrate civil society-related issues in their broader development co-operation 

policies. A necessary step towards greater whole-of-government policy coherence is incorporating civil 

society issues, and particularly the issue of civic space, into other policy realms such as foreign policy and 

policies on private sector investment, trade, migration, security, taxation, digital technology and other 
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domestic policies affecting CSOs. Such policies may not only affect CSOs’ ability to contribute effectively 

to development. CSOs also may have valuable perspectives and experience to contribute to the 

development of these policies and a role to play in their implementation. 

Civil society or CSO-specific policies and other policies need also to be developed and monitored in 

collaboration with CSOs, applying the good practices for dialogue and consultation delineated in Section 

3.1.6. Without consultation, member policies will not benefit from CSOs’ experience and needs and risk 

being irrelevant. Consultation is a necessity for transparency and to build CSO ownership of the policy 

directions. 

3.1.3. Members should embrace two types of objectives for working with CSOs and civil 

society to make the most of the sector’s intrinsic and instrumental value 

In focus – Action points for members 

 Embrace the two types of objectives for working with CSOs and civil society: one being to 

strengthen a pluralist and independent civil society in partner countries and the other to meet 

other development objectives beyond strengthening civil society in partner countries.  

 Reinforce efforts to strengthen civil society in partner countries by promoting enabling 

environments in dialogue with partner country governments and through other methods. 

 Reflect support for approaches that strengthen the humanitarian-development-peace nexus in 

both types of objectives. 

Almost all members have multiple objectives for working with CSOs and civil society. For a majority of 

members, one of the main objectives is to implement programmes related to service delivery. For almost 

the same number of members, strengthening civil society in partner countries is also a main objective. At 

the level of objectives, then, a majority of members understand their CSO support as potentially two-

pronged: to be a means of reaching specific development objectives other than strengthening civil society 

in partner countries, among them objectives related to specific sectors or themes (e.g. health, education, 

democratisation and gender equality), and also to contribute to reaching an objective of strong, pluralist 

and independent civil societies in partner countries. Members need to embrace these two types of 

objectives. Doing so is an important step for members to optimise their work with CSOs by recognising 

both the intrinsic value of civil society to a nation’s social, economic and democratic development and the 

instrumental value of CSOs as implementing partners for members. Members must bear in mind that the 

risk of not embracing the objective of strengthening civil society in partner countries is that they may invest 

in and indeed foster CSOs and civil society that are not sufficiently locally rooted, accountable or reflective 

of the diversity of civil society actors in partner countries. 

Members need to ensure that their policies and how they financially support and engage with CSOs reflect 

both types of objectives. The ways in which members provide support, the financial support mechanisms 

they use and the types of CSOs they support all have profound effects on CSOs and civil society sectors 

in partner countries and can undermine the stated objective of strengthening civil society in partner 

countries. Members must ensure that their working methods do no harm to CSOs and civil society in 

partner countries. 

The most frequently identified method that members employ to strengthen civil society in partner countries 

is promoting enabling environments in those countries, which is critical in this era of shrinking civic space 

for CSOs and civil society worldwide. Members must continue to invest in this area and indeed to do more. 

Otherwise, members’ investments can quickly be eroded as CSOs’ and civil society’s room to manoeuvre 

in partner countries becomes increasingly constrained. Members can turn to various strategies for 
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promoting enabling environments in partner countries. Engaging in dialogue on enabling environment 

issues with partner country governments is one such strategy. Examples of other strategies include 

encouraging dialogue between CSOs and partner country governments, participating in multilateral bodies 

advocating for civic space, investing in partner country government institutions and enabling regulatory 

capacities, and engaging with private sector allies to make the business case for open civic space. 

Members need also to reflect the humanitarian-development-peace nexus in their objectives for working 

with CSOs, with the aim of reducing people’s needs, risks and vulnerabilities and preventing humanitarian 

crises. 

3.1.4. Financial support mechanisms and flows need to reflect the two types of 

objectives for working with CSOs and civil society 

In focus – Action points for members 

 To meet both types of objectives for working with CSOs and civil society, rectify the imbalance 

between project/programme support mechanisms and flows through CSOs as programme 

implementers on behalf of members, on one hand, and partnership/framework/core support 

mechanisms and flows to CSOs as independent development actors, on the other. 

 To help to rectify the imbalance: 

o reinforce both types of objectives within support through CSOs, including by minimising the 

degree of directiveness and designing through support to meet the objective of 

strengthening civil society in partner countries 

o increase the availability of core support to CSOs 

o identify ways to better demonstrate that strengthening a pluralist and independent civil 

society is a valuable development result 

o maintain multiple financial support mechanisms. 

 Identify and rectify obstacles to supporting and incentivising more coherent humanitarian, 

development and peace actions in financial support mechanisms by working with CSOs to 

ensure that proposed solutions adequately enable them to address the nexus in their work. 

Members’ financial support mechanisms need to reflect their objectives for working with CSOs and civil 

society in terms of both how they support CSOs and which CSOs they support. However, as indicated by 

ODA flows to and through CSOs and the funding mechanisms members tend to prefer, members favour 

working with CSOs (i.e. as programme implementers on behalf of members) as a means to meet other 

development objectives (e.g. in health, education, democratisation and gender equality) more than working 

with CSOs as development actors in their own right to reach the objective of strengthening a pluralist and 

independent civil society. More specifically, this is suggested by the preponderance of mechanisms geared 

towards project/programme support (including using calls for proposals) relative to the use of 

partnership/framework/core support mechanisms. It is also suggested by statistics showing the bulk of 

members’ CSO support flows through CSOs as programme implementers on behalf of members rather 

than to CSOs.  

However, a closer look at the ways in which members design project/programme support through CSOs 

and partnership/framework/core support to CSOs suggests that a rigid distinction cannot be made 

regarding which of the two types of support is geared to meet one or both of the types of objectives. Core 

funding to CSOs is not the only means of financial support that members can provide towards the objective 

of strengthening civil society in partner countries. If members are constrained from providing core support 
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– legally, administratively or for reasons such as risk aversion or pressure to produce results, for example 

– they can pursue the objective of strengthening civil society in partner countries in various ways within 

their through support.  

Both within and across financial support mechanisms, members primarily need to strike a better balance 

between rigidly steering or directing CSOs to meet member-defined conditions (e.g. sectors, themes, 

countries or even specific results) and being responsive to CSOs as independent development actors with 

their own objectives and approaches to achieving such objectives. Members must respect CSOs’ right of 

initiative, providing them with the leeway necessary to identify programme priorities with their partner 

country-level constituents, partners and beneficiaries. Only half of members require that CSOs receiving 

funds work with their own partner country-level partners in ways that respond to the priorities and demands 

of these partners, and this is detrimental to achieving the member’s objective of strengthening civil society 

in these countries. Rigid steering undermines CSOs’ partner country-level accountability and credibility 

and creates a civil society sector that mirrors members’ ever-shifting priorities but neglects other priorities. 

Members can also provide support through CSOs that is designed specifically to meet the objective of 

strengthening civil society in partner countries. Since the pressure members feel to demonstrate results 

seems to impede the translation of this objective into mechanisms conducive to its achievement, members 

need to work with CSOs to better define results in terms of achieving the objective of a strengthened, 

pluralist and independent civil society. Results, for instance, could relate but not be limited to capacity 

development of individual CSOs. The type of accompaniment, enhanced reciprocity attitudes and 

approaches, and systems-oriented methods applied by some members are conducive to strengthening 

civil society and CSOs as independent development actors. 

At the same time, it is clear that core support to CSOs is a preferred mechanism that benefits both members 

and CSOs. It is the type of support most suited to strengthening civil society in partner countries. Further, 

core funding is the most development-effective type of support, with advantages in terms of predictability, 

flexibility, sustainability, administrative efficiency (in the medium to long term), and, significantly, ownership 

and accountability. For these reasons, more financial support options in the form of core support to CSOs 

are needed from members. Core support must be given greater importance as one among multiple funding 

mechanisms that offer different types of support and are accessible to different types of CSOs. 

In light of the 2019 DAC Recommendation on the Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus, members’ 

CSO and humanitarian divisions need to work together to identify ways to better design their financial 

support for CSOs to support nexus approaches and to incentivise CSOs to address the nexus in their work. 

A coherent and co-ordinated approach is needed to members’ humanitarian, development and peace 

investments. Otherwise, outstanding issues of vulnerability, resilience and the underlying causes of 

humanitarian crises will remain insufficiently addressed. 



   111 

DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE COMMITTEE MEMBERS AND CIVIL SOCIETY © OECD 2020 
  

3.1.5. More financial support should be made directly available to partner country CSOs 

and more diverse civil society actors 

In focus – Action point for members 

 While sharing lessons among members and with CSOs on tackling obstacles, make additional 

financial support directly available to both: 

o partner country CSOs  

o and a wider swathe of civil society actors. 

The bulk of members’ financial support for CSOs continues to flow mainly for member country or 

international CSOs, though direct financial support for partner country CSOs increased incrementally in 

recent years. As discussed in Chapter 2, members identify many of the same comparative advantages of 

working with partner country CSOs and working with member country or international CSOs, which 

suggests that there is room to further shift the balance towards more direct support for partner country 

CSOs. 

There are pragmatic reasons for the disproportionate investment in member country and international 

CSOs that will persist. These include members’ legal, regulatory and administrative requirements; 

transaction costs and members’ capacity constraints in administering and monitoring their CSO support; 

the extensive experience and expertise of member country and international CSOs, including in 

demonstrating results; and the knowledge and networks of these types of CSOs. Member country CSOs 

also play a critical role in public awareness and citizen engagement at home and are generally trusted by 

member country publics. An additional reason is the impact that member country CSOs and their domestic 

supporters have through their defence of members’ funding allocations for these CSOs. 

But these reasons should not prevent members from making additional financial support directly available 

to partner country CSOs and civil society. The actions points offered in this study highlight some possible 

steps that members can take to facilitate the provision of direct financial support, such as investing in more 

and better capacity development of partner country CSOs. Another step is to streamline and/or harmonise 

members’ administrative requirements, which members can complement by allocating more human 

resources capacity to the management of their CSO funding. 

Equally, members need to continue to explore how their support can be extended to a broader swathe of 

civil society actors beyond traditional development or human rights CSOs. These include forms of civil 

society that are often overlooked but are genuinely locally rooted and reflect what the ever-growing and 

diversifying civil society sector actually looks like in partner countries.  

Making additional financial support available to partner country CSOs, and to that broader swathe of civil 

society, could help to further advance the objective of strengthening a diverse and pluralist civil society in 

partner countries. Absent these financial support measures, it will remain an open question whether the 

objective of strengthening civil society in partner countries is best met via CSOs originating from outside 

partner countries. Members that adopt and advance these measures can then draw out lessons from the 

practical steps they are taking to minimise the real and perceived obstacles – for instance, the previously 

discussed administrative requirements and member capacity constraints – that have led members to 

favour supporting member country or international CSOs. They can then share these lessons among 

members and with CSOs.  
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3.1.6. More, and more meaningful, dialogue with CSOs and civil society is needed 

especially at partner country level  

In focus – Action points for members  

 Continue to engage in systematic dialogue with member country CSOs.  

 Increase systematic dialogue with CSOs in partner countries. 

 Implement both systematic dialogue and ad hoc, informal dialogue. 

 Encourage dialogue with CSOs beyond development and to wider foreign policy and private 

sector investment and trade policy. 

 Encourage dialogue among CSOs and others, including partner country governments and the 

private sector. 

 Explore co-ordination with other members for joint dialogue with CSOs.  

 Implement good practice in dialogue and consultation including by addressing inclusivity, 

accessibility and other aspects of good practice. 

Dialogue and consultation between members and CSOs are advantageous to both. Among other benefits, 

dialogue and consultation provide opportunities to learn from each other and ultimately to enhance the 

relevance and realism of members’ policy and programme directions. CSOs benefit from the opportunity 

to engage with members on members’ policies and programmes to gain insights and first-hand access to 

member thinking and directions. For members, dialogue with CSOs demonstrates transparency and thus 

is critical to ensuring their accountability to CSOs and wider publics. Dialogue is also critical to building 

and maintaining relationships of mutual trust and accountability between members and CSOs. 

All members consult with CSOs in relation to members’ policies, strategies or other strategic orientations. 

Members are increasingly consulting with CSOs in a systematic way through regular, advance-planned 

dialogue fora (i.e. institutionalised dialogue). This is much more common at headquarters level than at 

partner country level, however; while a majority of members still undertake consultations in partner 

countries, these take place on an ad hoc, as-needed basis. 

Members should continue to foster dialogue and consultation with CSOs, but they need to place additional 

emphasis on dialogue with CSOs in partner countries. Both systematic and ad hoc dialogue are welcome. 

Systematic dialogue is beneficial for its predictability and transparency. Ad hoc dialogue allows members 

and CSOs to engage together on emerging issues, often in less formal environments that allow for open 

and frank discussion. 

Dialogue and consultation with CSOs need also to address more than members’ development policies and 

strategies. CSOs’ experiences and their perspectives on the social, economic and political situation in 

partner countries are equally important. These not only can inform members’ foreign policies, private sector 

investment and trade policies, and actions, but also can help members advance their policy coherence. 

Members could also foster dialogue between CSOs and other actors such as the private sector and 

governments in partner countries. Entry points for such dialogue include Voluntary National Reviews for 

the SDGs, a mechanism that all countries are meant to implement in a multi-stakeholder, consultative 

fashion, and the Global Partnership for Effective Development Co-operation monitoring cycle.  

Members also should continue to reflect on how they undertake dialogue and consultation with CSOs so 

that these are meaningful and not framed as bureaucratic exercises. CSOs do not have the same staff and 

financial resources that members have to invest in consultations. Generous timelines for consultation are 

needed. Members should consider co-ordinating some of their dialogue with CSOs, especially at partner 
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country level, as a way to help manage the consultation demands on CSOs and avoid creating parallel 

dialogue structures.  

CSOs must be able to see that they are taken seriously, that their investments and contributions to dialogue 

and consultations actually have an influence on member policy and programme directions, and that their 

inputs are not dismissed or sidelined because they do not align with member’s positions, general thinking 

or commonly used language. Members should focus on inclusivity, especially of marginalised groups, 

when designing dialogue and consultation mechanisms.  

Dialogue and consultation with CSOs need to be: 

 inclusive of diverse civil society actors, with particular attention to those most marginalised 

 co-created with CSOs regarding both the frameworks for institutionalised dialogue and dialogue 

agendas 

 predictable and timely, with adequate advance notice and access to documentation 

 transparent throughout, such as in relation to agenda and participation criteria 

 designed with feedback mechanisms on decisions made and on whether, how and why CSO inputs 

were used 

 sufficiently resourced – including financial resources and capacity development if needed – for both 

the consulters and consulted 

 accessible via various formats whether in person or remotely and virtually 

 periodically evaluated towards ongoing improvement. 

Absent attention to good practice, dialogue and consultation will appear to be nothing more than a box-

ticking exercise and members will be seen as lacking accountability. 

3.1.7. More effort by more members to reduce the administrative requirements of CSO 

support is required to lower transaction costs for members and CSOs alike 

In focus – Action points for members 

 Assess, seek to minimise and monitor the transaction cost burden of members’ administrative 

requirements through: 

o strategic, streamlined requirements 

o use of CSOs’ own or co-defined formats and systems 

o provision of multi-year funding 

o adaptation of requirements to contribution size and risk level 

o co-ordination and/or harmonisation with other members, including but not limited to the use 

of multi-donor pooled funds. 

 In addressing the transaction cost burden on CSOs, revisit the 2013 Code of Practice on Donor 

Harmonisation as a basis for members’ individual and collective action. 

CSOs and members consider members’ requirements for applications, proposals and reporting overly 

burdensome. Moreover, there is quite an array of different requirements among members. For CSOs, and 

especially for those with a diversified funding base, the time, energy and other resources that they must 

dedicate to meeting the many requirements of different members divert them from their core business of 

achieving development results, whether as development actors in their own right or as programme 

implementers. Expending resources to meet member requirements means fewer resources are available 
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for CSOs to invest strategically, not only in development initiatives on the ground but also in dialogue, 

learning, analysis, and relationships with their partners, beneficiaries and constituencies. Heavy 

administrative requirements also leave fewer resources available for members to address strategic issues 

such as expanding their reach to partner country CSOs and to a broader swathe of civil society.  

Some members are making efforts to reduce the administrative burden of their CSO support. Examples 

include agreements of longer duration, simplified guidelines and procedures for funding applications, 

proposal and reporting formats that combine member-defined sections with CSOs’ chosen formats, and 

participation in multi-donor pooled funds. On the whole, however, both members and CSOs continue to 

experience a heavy administrative burden, including from new requirements that quickly cancel out any 

transaction cost savings. Members need to make concerted efforts to streamline requirements, retaining 

those that are essential for due diligence and eliminating any that are extraneous. Members also should 

adapt requirements to the level of funding and perceived risk of the initiative and/or the CSO.  

The burden of members’ administrative and financial requirements is a longstanding issue in the member-

CSO relationship. As members focus on easing the transaction cost burden on CSOs, they should draw 

on existing resources that address this issue. Specifically, it is time to revisit the 2013 Code of Practice on 

Donor Harmonisation and its tools, as these are as relevant, or perhaps even more relevant, today than 

when they were developed.  

3.1.8. Further flexibility and adaptability in results monitoring, with a commitment to 

learning, are required for greater relevance, ownership and sustainability 

In focus – Action points for members 

 Work collaboratively with CSOs to define results frameworks and indicators that are most 

relevant to the initiative at hand and to the changes and the people the initiative is meant to 

address. 

 Work collaboratively among members and with CSOs to explore and experiment with results 

indicators for civil society strengthening. 

 Apply iterative approaches to results management, with greater emphasis on learning to inform 

programming directions in an adaptive manner. 

 Invest in building the results monitoring and learning capacity of CSOs. 

The pressure on members to demonstrate that ODA, including ODA for CSOs, produces development 

results is not expected to abate any time soon. Nor should it, given that all development co-operation 

stakeholders have an interest in providing the kind of results evidence that can help to maintain public and 

governmental support for ODA going forward. Still, the results agenda risks becoming an obsession, 

trumping other considerations that are known to be important in working with CSOs. To mitigate this risk, 

results management needs to be applied in ways that enable CSOs to still operate as independent 

development actors, allow them to foster local ownership and accountability at partner country levels, and 

embrace the non-linear, long-term change processes that many CSOs strive for. 

The majority of members use traditional agreements or contracts with results frameworks. A sizable portion 

of members also use adaptive results frameworks as well as less linear and more context-sensitive theories 

of change. Members need to go further in embracing CSO-defined results and indicators to help ensure 

both relevance and realism in planning and monitoring and support the pursuit of results that are 

meaningful to partners and beneficiaries in partner countries. Otherwise, results achieved will tend to be 

short-term and unsustainable. Qualitative and process-oriented results indicators, including indicators that 

reflect the objective of strengthening civil society in partner countries, are called for. Flexibility in results 
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management can also open opportunities for members to work with CSOs that are less experienced in 

results planning and monitoring. Investing in CSOs’ results management capacity is worthwhile, with long-

term payoffs for both CSOs and the members working with them. 

Whatever results and performance management approach members use, whether the more traditional 

results-based management or more recent adaptive management, it is important to ensure that monitoring 

and reporting by CSOs and of CSOs’ initiatives are done in a genuinely iterative way. Lessons drawn from 

results progress (or lack thereof) need to inform dialogue and decision making on the most effective 

directions forward, with adjustments allowed based on those learnings. Failure to take advantage of such 

lessons amounts to a missed opportunity, not only for improving programmes to increase the likelihood of 

achieving results but also for sharing successes, pitfalls and good practices based on CSOs’ lessons from 

monitoring or otherwise. 

3.1.9. Accountability and transparency of both CSOs and members need more attention, 

as they share responsibilities within enabling environments 

In focus – Action points for members 

 Integrate and support the use of a mix of methods to address CSO accountability in partner 

countries as central to promoting the strengthening of civil society and enabling environments. 

 Recognise that members’ practices of support and engagement with CSOs may, indirectly, 

undermine CSOs’ legitimacy in partner countries and by extension weaken rather than 

strengthen civil society and enabling environments for civil society. 

 Self-assess to ensure that members’ practices of support and engagement with CSOs do no 

harm to CSOs’ accountability in partner countries. 

 Enhance transparency of funding for CSOs disaggregated by partner country and accessible to 

partner county stakeholders and use an appropriate level of accessibility to ensure CSOs in 

sensitive environments are not put at risk. 

According to many members, supporting CSOs to strengthen their effectiveness, accountability and 

transparency is an important, albeit indirect means of promoting enabling environments for civil society in 

partner countries. Members need to keep this in mind and do more to promote CSO accountability at 

partner country level. An important action in this regard, and one that more members could take, is to urge 

CSOs to participate in CSO self-regulation mechanisms at partner country level. Members may also 

choose to invest in the establishment and operation of such mechanisms, building on lessons and the 

experience of various international, national and sector-level self-regulation initiatives. 

Other methods that are underutilised but merit member attention include encouraging co-ordination among 

CSOs and between CSOs and partner country governments; instituting beneficiary and constituent 

feedback mechanisms; and encouraging adherence to partner country regulatory requirements. Greater 

investment in these methods could help mitigate the risk that members’ own accountability mechanisms 

become a substitute for in-partner country accountability. In keeping with the DAC Recommendation on 

Ending Sexual Exploitation, Abuse, and Harassment in Development Co-operation and Humanitarian 

Assistance, members also need to invest in guiding and incentivising the CSOs they work with to develop 

robust internal systems to prevent and respond to sexual exploitation, abuse and harassment in their 

activities. 

As discussed in this study, members must also reflect on whether their own methods are conducive to 

CSOs’ pursuit of accountability towards partner country stakeholders, especially in terms of members’ 

financial support mechanisms, the types of CSOs they support, and their administrative requirements and 
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approaches to results monitoring. These stakeholders include beneficiaries and constituents of CSOs as 

well as their partners – the public and governments in partner countries. The majority of members are 

committed to promoting enabling environments in partner countries as one method for strengthening civil 

society in partner countries. Yet too few members self-assess to understand how their practices may lead, 

indirectly, to disenabling environments by hampering CSOs’ ability to focus on their accountability 

relationships in partner countries.  

While it is not the view of members, wider publics and partner country governments increasingly perceive 

CSOs as lacking the legitimacy that derives from connectedness and solidarity with local partners and 

beneficiaries. Members need to ensure that the way they work with CSOs no longer contributes to this 

perception and thus to a legitimacy and accountability crisis for CSOs. Stipulating the use of participatory 

methods in CSOs’ programming, as many members do, is a useful but insufficient approach to promoting 

CSO accountability in partner countries when other aspects of members’ support reorient CSOs’ 

responsiveness and accountability squarely to meet member conditions and requirements. 

Members can – and many already do – promote enabling environments in partner countries through 

dialogue with partner country governments and in multilateral fora, for example by encouraging and 

supporting dialogue spaces between CSOs and governments and through investing in partner country 

government institutions. But these approaches are inadequate responses to the civic space restrictions 

that civil society is facing. Members must also be willing to assess and address the impact of their practices 

of support for and engagement with CSOs and civil society. This is a question about more than whether 

members’ practices in their work with civil society are convenient for CSOs. Their practices affect how the 

many CSOs that are enticed by member funding are seen in partner countries – whether or not they are 

considered sustainable, legitimate, grounded in and connected to local constituents and needs, or 

accountable at partner country level – and thus can make them vulnerable to disenabling tactics by partner 

country governments.  

At the same time, there is ample room for members to enhance the transparency of their CSO support at 

partner country level, including by making information more accessible on the types of support 

mechanisms used and the CSOs and programmes supported. Ideally, they also would proactively ensure 

that partner country stakeholders know such information exists and can readily access it. On a practical 

level, this could mean taking steps to see that partner country stakeholders can access country-specific 

information of interest to them without necessarily having to search websites or global databases. In so 

doing, members will need to use caution to ensure that any sensitive funding flows such as to human rights 

defenders and CSOs in constrained environments have an appropriate level of accessibility that will not 

put these actors at (further) risk. 
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3.2. Action points for the OECD DAC 

In focus – Action points for the OECD DAC 

 Develop up-to-date guidance on how DAC members should work with CSOs and civil society 

or issue a recommendation for greater enforcement and leverage potential. 

 Continue to work with the DAC Community of Practice on Civil Society to develop such a 

guidance or recommendation and advance its implementation by members and as a forum for 

peer learning. 

 Tap into the dialogue opportunities with the DAC-CSO Reference Group to consult on 

development of the guidance or a recommendation and its implementation. 

 With the Community of Practice and the DAC-CSO Reference Group, apply an iterative 

approach to implementation of the guidance or a recommendation with learning and ensuing 

adaptation embedded throughout. 

 Consider, with members, revisiting OECD DAC terminology and definitions of civil society and 

CSOs. 

 Initiate discussion with members on the usefulness and accuracy of the to and through coding 

of the DAC reporting directives.  

One telling finding of this study is the limited influence of existing OECD DAC guidance on members’ 

decision making regarding their work with CSOs and civil society. The 2012 OECD guidance, Partnering 

with Civil Society: 12 Lessons from DAC Peer Reviews, does not feature among the main influences most 

frequently selected by member survey respondents. However, recommendations from DAC peer reviews 

are more frequently identified as a main influence on decision making. The leading main influences cited 

include the need to demonstrate results, member country rules and regulations, and the influence of 

member country publics and CSOs. 

In light of this finding, it is time for the OECD DAC to issue either clear and up-to-date guidance or a 

recommendation on working with CSOs and civil society. There is strong support for issuance of some 

form of policy instrument, whether guidance or a recommendation, within the OECD DAC and among DAC 

members including at leadership levels, as indicated in the 2019-20 DAC work programme and reinforced 

in consultations for this study. A first step is to elaborate guidance or a recommendation based on this 

study’s findings and further consultation with members via the DAC Community of Practice on Civil Society 

and with CSOs via the DAC-CSO Reference Group dialogue. Another step is to continue working with the 

Community of Practice on Civil Society to advance implementation of such a guidance or recommendation, 

drawing on the Community of Practice as a forum for cross-fertilization among members, creative thinking, 

and sharing of lessons and ideas on how to tackle some of the most intransigent challenges in members’ 

work with CSOs and civil society. An iterative, adaptive approach to implementation, with clear benchmarks 

for learning and review and in consultation with CSOs, would help to ensure relevance and realism of the 

policy instrument. 

Also in consultation with the DAC Community of Practice and the DAC-CSO Reference Group, the OECD 

DAC could consider addressing some fundamental issues brought to light by this study. Among these 

issues are, first, the discrepancy in DAC terminology between the use of “NGO” in reporting directives and 

"CSO” in current literature and second, the definitions of civil society and CSO that could be updated and 

promoted for common usage across members. 
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In addition, a discussion on the usefulness and accuracy of the directives is warranted since the ways 

members financially support CSOs are not as clearly categorised as the DAC reporting directives’ 

distinction between members’ financial flows to and through CSOs. 

Effective support for and engagement with CSOs are part and parcel of enabling environments for civil 

society. This study presents some of the positive trends and outstanding gaps or inconsistencies in how 

members work with CSOs. Its findings and proposed action points can lay the groundwork for members 

and CSOs to work together ever more effectively in development co-operation.
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Annex A. Methodological note 

The main sources of information accessed for this study are: 

 a survey of DAC members and a survey of civil society organisation (CSO) networks 

 literature inclusive of member policy documents, reports and evaluations, CSO studies, and 

academic sources 

 OECD statistics on official development assistance (ODA) 

 inputs from in-person and online consultations with DAC members in the Community of Practice 

on Civil Society and with CSOs in the DAC-CSO Reference Group and beyond. 

The survey, How DAC Members Work with Civil Society, was issued to the 30 DAC members over the 

period of November 2018 through March 2019, and 29 members responded. Greece, while a DAC 

member, did not participate in the survey because it has not accepted funding proposals from CSOs since 

approximately 2007. 

As some survey questions were optional, not all of the responses reflect the experience of all surveyed 

DAC members. Response rates are indicated in endnotes to the chapters.  

Many DAC members maintain several funding streams for civil society and channel support from both 

headquarters and at partner country level. In responding to the survey questionnaire, DAC members had 

to generalise from these different streams. 

A separate but related survey was circulated to 15 CSO networks, umbrella bodies and platforms from 

select member countries, partner countries, and thematic or constituency-specific CSOs. Six survey 

responses were received from CSO networks based in six member countries, some representing tens and 

others representing hundreds of members. A detailed survey of CSOs and their networks in all member 

countries was beyond the remit of this study. Given the millions of CSOs worldwide receiving direct or 

indirect support from members, the survey data can thus not be assumed to represent the civil society 

experience globally. However, issues raised by CSO survey respondents were echoed by CSOs in 

consultations for this study and in the literature, which strongly suggests that the findings of this study 

reflect a representative CSO experience. 

Survey responses included references to the DAC member policy documents and monitoring reports that 

also informed this study, as well as select literature by and about CSOs and civil society in development 

co-operation. Chapter 2 covers the bulk of the literature reviewed. It is acknowledged that Chapter 2 does 

not cover all of the available literature but culls from key literature on recurring topics. 

Where information has been obtained from primary sources such as member policies or evaluations, the 

primary source is referenced using in-text citations. Where an in-text citation is not provided, the 

information has been extracted from survey responses or consultation inputs. 

This study uses DAC member country names except where a specific policy or practice is authored by or 

specifically applies to a DAC member development co-operation institution or agency, in which case the 

institution or agency name is used. 
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Annex B. DAC member financial flows for CSOs 

Table B.1. Official development assistance to and through CSOs, 2010-18 (USD 

million, disbursements, constant 2018 prices) 

 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

Australia 379 455 480 431 498 432 335 237 263 

Austria 71 61 49 70 59 55 75 100 80 

Belgium 320 330 299 308 294 294 306 290 303 

Canada 689 646 639 707 724 778 832 899 933 

Czech Republic 0 15 15 16 16 18 20 19 23 

Denmark 420 421 460 454 477 462 410 465 474 

EU Institutions 1 606 1 717 1 829 1 927 2 037 1 984 2 232 2 034  2 088 

Finland 178 175 174 193 200 212 129 129 121 

France 147 118 136 102 246 215 223 280 339 

Germany 947 902 1,019 1 066 1 112 1 160 1 437 1 581 1 610 

Greece 2 0 0 0 4 0 0 0 0 

Hungary 0 0 0 0 0 2 1 0 8 

Iceland 0 2 3 4 3 5 7 4 6 

Ireland 234 222 210 214 216 199 198 199 200 

Italy 86 104 65 148 171 220 209 231 280 

Japan 367 274 377 293 285 307 262 271 224 

Korea 21 26 29 30 36 42 42 48 40 

Luxembourg 85 79 85 88 83 81 92 92 97 

Netherlands 1 497 1 355 1 214 1 212 1 136 1 164 969 962 1 032 

New Zealand 46 56 47 50 55 50 52 53 54 

Norway 743 731 721 800 830 874 880 900 868 

Poland 0 0 0 11 14 16 16 26 27 

Portugal 22 19 17 15 14 14 15 13 13 

Slovak Republic 0 0 0 4 3 4 8 8 5 

Slovenia 4 5 4 4 3 2 2 2 2 

Spain 857 628 400 353 265 238 351 528 595 

Sweden 768 836 897 941 984 994 999 1 099 1 171 

Switzerland 510 528 603 666 753 849 825 815 823 

United Kingdom 1 150 1 576 1 794 1 952 2 239 2 378 2 229 2 444 1 999 

United States 7 306 7 412 6 786 6 784 7 098 7 575 7 815 7 403 6 841 

Total 18 457 18 692 18 350 18 842 19 856 20 623 20 971 21 129 20 520 

Source: (OECD, 2020[1]), Creditor Reporting System (database), https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=crs1. 

  

https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=crs1
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Table B.2. Official development assistance through CSOs, 2010-18 (USD million, 

disbursements, constant 2018 prices) 

  20100 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

Australia 256 293 407 286 334 293 221 231 215 

Austria 70 59 49 69 58 54 73 98 79 

Belgium 131 134 118 102 76 102 100 96 93 

Canada 657 594 605 669 672 722 773 873 902 

Czech Republic 0 15 14 15 15 17 19 18 22 

Denmark 273 258 324 226 229 217 197 264 435 

EU Institutions 1 606 1 717 1 827 1 924 2 029 1 975 2 221 2 022 2,068 

Finland 165 163 160 178 170 176 109 105 98 

France 146 117 136 101 246 200 209 258 323 

Germany 947 902 1 019 1 066 1 112 455 606 753 698 

Greece 2 0 0 0 4 0 0 0 0 

Hungary 0 0 0 0 0 2 1 0 7 

Iceland 0 0 3 3 3 5 6 3 4 

Ireland 96 82 82 83 87 80 78 75 78 

Italy 69 95 62 51 79 82 45 93 130 

Japan 138 99 194 97 93 102 48 95 93 

Korea 20 25 28 29 34 41 37 47 39 

Luxembourg 63 73 77 67 64 67 60 65 79 

Netherlands 1 298 1 312 1 174 1 146 1 063 1 055 849 855 938 

New Zealand 26 42 32 37 39 34 36 40 44 

Norway 505 489 490 545 575 604 623 636 604 

Poland 0 0 0 11 14 16 15 26 27 

Portugal 22 19 17 15 14 13 15 13 13 

Slovak Republic 0 0 0 4 3 4 7 7 5 

Slovenia 3 3 3 3 2 2 2 2 2 

Spain 814 616 398 351 261 236 350 527 595 

Sweden 602 712 575 612 595 538 730 863 937 

Switzerland 326 350 421 459 530 609 576 552 553 

United Kingdom 787 1 075 1 289 1 439 1 670 1 819 1 795 1 956 1,525 

United States 7 306 7 412 6 758 6 784 7 093 7 574 7 814 7 401 6,835 

Total 16 326 16 656 16 258 16 373 17 161 17 094 17 617 17 975    17,440  

Source: (OECD, 2020[1]), Creditor Reporting System (database), https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=crs1. 

  

https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=crs1
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Table B.3. Official development assistance to CSOs, 2010-18 (USD million, 

disbursements, constant 2018 prices) 

  2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

Australia 123 163 73 145 165 140 115 6 48 

Austria 2 1 0 2 1 1 1 1 1 

Belgium 189 197 181 206 218 192 206 193 209 

Canada 33 51 34 38 51 56 59 25 31 

Czech Republic 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Denmark 147 163 136 228 248 245 213 200 39 

EU Institutions 0 0 3 4 8 9 11 12 21 

Finland 13 12 14 15 30 36 19 24 23 

France 2 1 0 2 0 15 14 22 17 

Germany 0 0 0 0 0 706 831 828 913 

Greece 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Hungary 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Iceland 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 

Ireland 138 140 128 130 130 118 120 124 122 

Italy 17 8 3 96 92 138 164 138 150 

Japan 229 174 182 196 193 205 214 176 131 

Korea 1 1 1 1 2 1 5 1 1 

Luxembourg 23 7 8 21 19 14 32 27 18 

Netherlands 199 43 40 65 73 109 119 107 94 

New Zealand 20 14 15 13 16 15 16 13 11 

Norway 238 242 231 255 255 270 257 264 264 

Poland 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 

Portugal 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Slovak Republic 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 

Slovenia 2 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 0 

Spain 43 12 3 2 4 2 1 1 1 

Sweden 166 124 322 329 389 456 269 236 234 

Switzerland 184 178 182 207 223 240 249 262 270 

United Kingdom 363 501 505 513 569 559 433 487 474 

United States 0 0 28 0 5 1 2 2 5 

Total      2 131       2 036       2 091       2 469       2 695       3 529       3 355       3 154       3 080  

Source: (OECD, 2020[1]), Creditor Reporting System (database), https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=crs1. 
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Table B.4. Volume of official development assistance through CSOs by sector, 

2010-18 (USD million, disbursements, constant 2018 prices) 

DAC Sector 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

Social infrastructure 

& services 8 661  8 805  9 597  9 420  9 430  8 588  8 714  8 442  8 311  

Education 925 862  938  803  766  835  1 064  1 029  962  

Health 989  1 190  1 245  1 376  1 557  1 458  1 349  1 131  1 051  

Population Policies & 

Reproductive Health 2 656  2 791  2 909  2 926  2 704  2 562  2 612  2 400  2 130  

Water Supply & 

Sanitation 330  322  356  342  401  429  356  360  346  

Government & Civil 

Society 3 092  3 048  3 614  3 475  3 495  2 946  2 988  3 155  3 409  

'- Of Which support to 
women's equality 

organisations 182  283  204  150  169  276  210  163  251  

Social Infrastructures & 

Services  669  591  535  499  506  358  345  367  414  

Economic 
infrastructure & 

services 591  546  443  515  462  367 434  416  438  

Transport & Storage 183  110  54  97  37  32  46  28  20  

Communications 27  41  24  22  16  20  28  25  25  

Energy 68  98  93  92  133  82  75  71  76  

Banking & Financial 

Services 93  90  123  98  96  96  122  86  103  

Business & Other 

Services 219  207  150  206  180  137  163  205  214  

Production 1 072  1 072  1 032  1 000  1 078  1 215  1 167  1 227  1 128  

Agriculture, Forestry, 

Fishing 806  827  809  751  847  949  900  908  835  

Industry, Mining, 

Construction 163  147  113  138  129  164  203  202  180  

Trade Policies & 

Tourism 103  98  110  112  102  102  64  117  114  

General Environment 

Protection 309  331  329  368  477  416  406  446  393  

Food Assistance 562  750  596  412  496  612  549  629  550  

Humanitarian aid 3 354  3 335  3 032  3 489  4 132  4 859  5 235  5 498  5 307  

Emergency Response 3 133  3 085  2 782  3 204  3 807  4 518  4 905  4 994  4 981  

Reconstruction Relief 91  130   84  77  118  155  113  162  136  

Disaster Prevention & 

Preparedness 130  120  166  208  207 186  218  343  190  

Refugees in Donor 

Countries 204  153  169  165  212  204  368  429  443  

Unspecified 1 574  1 664  1 059  1 004  875 834  745  820  885  

Total 16 326  16 656  16 257   16 373  17 161   17 094   17 617   17 907     17 455  

Source: (OECD, 2020[1]), Creditor Reporting System (database), https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=crs1. 
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The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is clear on the need to engage civil society organisations 
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with civil society. It argues that they can do more to make their civil society policies and practices effective. To 
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with civil society, and, by extension, make environments for CSOs more enabling.
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