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This policy brief is a summary of a report on how 
Swedish civil society organisations (CSOs) work 
with development effectiveness and its principles 
of ownership, inclusive partnerships, results, and 
accountability and transparency. These will be 
accounted for below together with the findings 
and recommendations. 

The findings are based on interviews with eleven 
major CSOs and show that most of the principles 
have been introduced into their strategies and 
working methodology. Developing good part-
nerships with their counterpart organisations in 
recipient countries is the basis of their theory of 
change, making ownership possible and allowing 
for an entry point to beneficiaries and ultimate 
target groups for their work. Transparency and 
accountability are other important principles that 
are given high priority by all CSOs surveyed. 
Questions of reporting results and the room for 
flexibility and innovation are areas that would 
benefit from more attention and work.

Partnership is about transparent relationships 
between development actors. Ownership means 
that development priorities should be defined 
by recipients. All interviewees put partnership 
on top of the list as a means to accomplish 
ownership. Partnership is their specific way of 
working and reliable partners are needed to 

reach their objectives and missions. The part-
ners are also the vehicles to reach the ultimate 
beneficiaries and ensure their ownership. One 
question discussed was how to uphold the nec-
essary good relationships with partners and at 
the same time act as a donor requesting good 
implementation of agreed programmes and re-
quiring control and reporting. Another was how 
to ensure that the final beneficiaries are always 
highest on the agenda when having a partner as 
an intermediary. 

Recommendation: Ownership with regard 
to partner organisations seems well developed 
and thought through. For many CSOs, further 
work on how to allow for more ownership for 
ultimate target groups and beneficiaries should 
be sought.

Development cooperation must be transparent 
and based on mutual accountability between ac-
tors involved. Transparency and accountability 
were high on the agenda for the CSOs inter-
viewed. This mirrors the demand from donors 
including Sida and from their own boards and 
members. A strong demand for being accounta-
ble towards their partners and beneficiaries was 
also expressed. The changes that Sida opens for 
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in the reporting requirements allow for greater 
accountability towards the beneficiaries in a way 
that had not been possible for many years. This 
opportunity should be used by all CSO to allow 
for greater control and ownership by their part-
ners and beneficiaries.

Recommendation: Transparency and ac-
countability must in addition to the funders and 
the CSOs own organisations also increasingly 
address partner organisations and the target 
groups.

Harmonisation is about donors aligning policies 
and procedures for their support in order to 
avoid imposing varying and conflicting require-
ments on partners. Alignment is about donors 
seeking to align support with priorities set by 
partner countries and work through their sys-
tems. While all CSOs acknowledged the impor-
tance of these two principles few seem to find 
them sufficiently relevant to their operations. 
Lack of coordination and alignment to the rules 
and systems of the country in question can 
complicate the work of the recipient and lead to 
major problems for the CSOs in their effort to 
give support effectively. At the same time align-
ing support with government policies becomes 
more challenging as governments in all parts 
of the world increasingly engage in the control 
of international and local CSOs. If CSOs are 
limited to align with government policies and 
deliver development projects and programmes, 

their role as watchdogs can be compromised. 
It is essential to acknowledge the different and 
complementary roles of different actors.

Recommendation: Harmonisation and 
alignment should be better integrated into CSO 
plans, activities, and methods, to reduce bur-
densome administrative processes as part of the 
development effectiveness agenda. At the same 
time, it must be acknowledged that CSOs are 
actors in their own right and that it is a chal-
lenge on the policy side to align and harmonise 
with governments that limit political space. Ex-
periences from the anti-apartheid struggle might 
be of use in this regard.

The focus on results is about achieving sus-
tainable impact and lasting change for people. 
During the period of the results agenda, strict 
reporting requirements came to dominate the 
relationship between CSOs and donors. This is 
now changing considerably and Sida is a leading 
donor agency in the practical implementation of 
this change. However, work remains to be done 
in order for CSOs to be confident in dealing 
with Sida and allowing their partners and the 
end-user to take over the responsibility for plan-
ning, implementation and particularly reporting 
of their own activities. Findings from the inter-
views suggest a lack of coordination and coher-
ence between different units within Sida. 
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Recommendation: It is of utmost impor-
tance that the CSOs and Sida agrees on the 
norms and rules regulating their interactions to 
avoid unnecessary conflicts and misunderstand-
ings that hampers effectiveness and that these 
are implemented in a transparent and similar 
way by all actors involved.

Core support is un-earmarked funding and 
the most flexible way of supporting CSOs and 
their partners. Sida puts high priority on core 
support as a measure to increase ownership of 
the partners and beneficiaries but only a few of 
the CSOs interviewed did use this mode so far. 
The major reason for this reluctance was the 
perceived non-correspondence with Sida rules 
and requirements. Other reasons stated were 
the risks seen in introducing core support and 
loss of control. However, most of the CSOs did 
participate in the joint working group on core 
support and were experimenting with its intro-
duction. 

Recommendation: Serious consideration 
should be made by all concerned CSOs to 
include core support in the tool box for sup-
porting partner organisations. The ongoing col-
laboration between CSOs is commendable, but 
perhaps learning from each other’s experiences 
could be even further improved. The outstand-
ing problems in introducing more core support 
must be resolved with Sida.

One of the major problems when it comes to 
the relationship between the CSOs and Sida 
(and any other donor) is the fact that while most 
parties agree that development cooperation 
implies taking risks to allow for long-term de-
velopment the CSOs takes all the financial risks. 
This question should be reviewed. The demand 
for flexibility became increasingly important in 
meeting the consequences of the Covid-19 pan-
demic and thereby also the demand for sharing 
the financial risks if something should go wrong 
in the process. The dialogue between the CSOs 
and Sida should include the question of flexi-
bility and risk sharing. The Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and relevant embassies also needs to 
participate in such a discussion.

Recommendation: Continue the initiated 
discussion on sharing financial risks between 
Sida and the CSOs, in particular when efforts 
are made to work with innovative ideas in diffi-
cult countries.

Finding new innovative ways to reach people 
living in poverty and marginalisation and to 
increase their ownership of their own develop-
ment was discussed extensively. All the CSOs 
interviewed struggled with this question and 
presented innovative ways of tackling them. 
Some had over the years developed new ap-
proaches of their own. The problems of intro-
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ducing new innovative ideas collided with their 
own norms and regulations of the respective 
CSO, practical problems on the ground to re-
late to groups of people who were not used to 
organise themselves and most importantly with 
the rules and regulation of the donors (Sida). 
The new efforts to engage directly with unor-
ganised youth (Plan International) the new ways 
of directly interacting with local labour unions 
(Union to Union) and Diakonia’s new approach 
in Guatemala are examples of efforts to find 
new direct access to the target group with or 
often without local partner organisations in-
volvement.

Recommendation: Innovations with regard 
of reaching target groups should be high on the 
agenda for all CSOs. Learning from past experi-
ence and from each other should lead the work. 
An initial activity could be to convene a sem-
inar with all interested CSOs where the three 
projects mentioned above and other of similar 
innovative nature are presented for peer review 
and discussion and dissemination of knowledge 
between the CSOs.

For CSOs, the shrinking space for the civil soci-
ety has made all kind of activities more difficult. 
This is especially true for those advocating the 
rights-based approach, defending values such as 
human rights, democracy, and equality. There 
is no easy way out of this problem if the goal is 
to assist people living in poverty to uphold their 
rights and to improve their living conditions. 
The CSOs must therefore, in collaboration with 
the government and Sida and within their “drive 
for democracy”, find ways to make this possible. 
This has to be done in close collaboration with 
partners, and particularly with target groups 
always in mind. 

Recommendation: Develop a strategy to-
gether with the government and Sida to work 
against the authoritarianisation in the world and 
the shrinking space for civil society. This should 
include all necessary tools to improve conditions 
for the poor and oppressed in a difficult world. 
This endeavour should also include a strategy 
on the use of dialogue in challenging environ-
ments and building capacities for the future.
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