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Glossary

Aids Acquired Immunity Deficiency Syndrome 

Appreciative

inquiry

Mode of action-research based on a research perspective that is intended for discovering, 

understanding, and fostering innovations in social-organisational arrangements and processes 

ART Anti-retroviral treatment 

Articulation of 

lessons

Expression of lessons learnt as action-guiding criteria of a more general nature which  

incorporate aspects of reflection-on-reflection-in-action and future-oriented hypothesing 

British Raj The British rule between 1858 and 1947 of the Indian Subcontinent 

Categories of 

knowledge 

Categories of knowledge consisting of embrained (individual–explicit), embodied (individual– 

tacit), encoded (collective–explicit) and embedded (collective–tacit) knowledge 

CEA Central Electricity Authority 

CERC Central Electricity Regulatory Commission  

Changing Covers processes of organising and positioning 

Choice-making Active and dynamic process of making choices including the balancing trade-offs and gains  

CIDA Canadian International Development Agency 

CIDOR Centre for Institutional Development and Organisational Reform 

Civil Society An intermediate associational realm between state and family populated by organisations 

which are separate from the state, enjoy autonomy in relation to the state and are formed voluntarily by 

members of society 

Compass Action-orienting mechanism in which values, harnessed as abstract concepts or visionary  

ideas, acquire an action-triggering and -guiding form  

Contextual 

change

Noticeable changes that trigger sense-making, called by Weick (2001)  ‘ecological changes’  

Continuous

change

intervention

theory

Theory in which change is perceived as a continuous process of intertwining activities, relationships 

and sense-making

CRP Community Resource Persons  



CRPC Combining Rights, Production and Capabilities, compass used by the Prayas RELI group 

CSI Civil Society Institution 

Dalits Oppressed people: formerly known as ‘Untouchables’, or harijans. Nowadays generally  

renamed Scheduled Castes or Dalits 

Descriptor Range or space in choice-making about organising or positioning 

DFID Department For International Development, UK 

DPTP Development Professionals Training Programme 

EGPAF Elizabeth Glaser Pediatric Aids Foundation 

Enactment  Creating sense in action, an emphasis or component in the process of sense-making 

ERA Electricity Regulatory Act 

FCRA Foreign Contribution Regulation Act 

Fourth

Generation

Evaluation

Form of responsive evaluation in which the claims, concerns, and issues of stakeholders  

serve as organisational foci 

GCT Group Core Team (Prayas RELI Group) 

Globalisation A process (or set of processes) which embodies a transformation in the spatial organisation  

of social relations and transactions - assessed in terms of their extensity, intensity, velocity  

and impact - generating transcontinental or inter-regional flows and networks of activity, interaction, 

and exercise of power 

GRO Grassroots organisation 

Grounded

theory

Theory derived from data, systematically gathered and analysed through the research process  

GSCO Global Social Change Organisation 

HG Health Group, Prayas 

HIV Human Immuno-deficiency Virus 

Hypothesing The creative, future-oriented, but grounded construction out of ambiguous signals of action-guiding 

schemes of what the organisation should do. The hypotheses thus formulated refer  

for example to the contribution of intermediary objectives, target groups and stakeholders to the end-

goal. Hypothesing is a core competency for NGDOs as social change actors 

IDC International Development Cooperation  

IIT Indian Institute of Technology 



Interpretation  Part of sense-making consisting of the process of developing models for understanding the  

flow of events, bringing out meaning, and assembling conceptual schemes 

IPP Independent Power Producers 

Least Cost 

Plan

A so-called integrated demand-side management plan in which the demand for electricity  

for a certain period is analysed, and various options to meet the growing demand for electricity  

are identified and evaluated 

Litmus test A simple and quick test to show acidic or basic (i.e. alkaline) conditions. Used here metaphorically to 

indicate a mechanism in which values have been harnessed as action-correcting elements 

Location A place within a multi-dimensional descriptor representing an actual choice 

LPG Liberalisation: here understood to be change of ownership from the state to private agents. 

Privatisation: the progressive elimination of state control over economic activities. 

Globalisation: an ongoing process of international integration as a result of unprecedented acceleration 

in the flow of trade, assets, human resources, technology, knowledge, information and ideas across 

national boundaries  

MDB Multilateral Development Bank, e.g. the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank 

MERC Maharashtra Electricity Regulatory Commission 

Merit Order 

Dispatch

The process of allocating the required load demand between the available generation units  

such that the cost of operation is minimised. Generally, the least costly generating facilities are 

dispatched first and the most costly generating facilities are dispatched last 

Mode of 

changing

First-order change: incremental modifications that make sense within an established framework  

or method of operating; 

Second-order change: Modifications of the framework or method of operating; 

Third-order change: fundamental change of the framework or method of operating itself  

MSEB Maharashtra State Electricity Board 

MVS Most Vulnerable Sections (used by RELI Group) 

MYRADA Formerly Mysore Rehabilitation and Agriculture Development Agency. Nowadays, the  

acronym itself acts as the name of this NGDO because of its wider range of functions 

NABARD National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development 

NBA Narmada Bachoa Andolan or Save the Narmada movement  

NGDO Non-Governmental Development Organisation with four characteristics: voluntary, independent, not-

for-profit and not self-serving in aims and related values 

Novib Formerly, Nederlandse Organisatie voor Internationale Bijstand. Nowadays the acronym  

functions as the name of the organisation 



NTPC National Thermal Power Corporation 

OBC Other Backward Classes, in theory consisting of communities which traditionally had performed low-

status and badly remunerated work 

Organisational

Inquiry Model

Model that focuses on the successes and the life-giving forces that support the work and the people as 

a basis to inquire into current organisational reality and to plan its future 

Organising processes of changing within an organisation 

Overlapping

communities of 

fate

A condition in which the fortunes and prospects of individual political communities are  

increasingly bound together in a diversity of processes and structures which range in and  

through them, linking and fragmenting them into complex constellations 

PEG Prayas Energy Group 

PIL Public Interest Litigation  

Plan  International donor agency focused especially on child development 

PMTCT Prevention of mother to child transmission of HIV/Aids 

Positioning Processes of changing towards achieving the organisation’s developmental goal 

PPA Power Purchase Agreement 

Prayas Determined efforts in a direction  

PRI Panchayati Raj Institutions, Indian system of local government 

RC Resource Centre (MYRADA case) 

RC Regulatory Commission, installed at state level to oversee and regulate the power sector within the 

framework established by the central government (PEG case) 

RELI Group Resources and Livelihoods Group, Prayas 

Remembering  An emphasis in the process of sense-making consisting of the use of retained knowledge. In 

this study, remembering is taken to be included in enactment 

Retention  An emphasis in the process of sense-making focused on the articulation of plausible maps, 

often in narrative form, that summarise a sense of the situation 

SAG Self-Help Affinity Group 

SC Scheduled castes, groups of what earlier were called the untouchables or harijans, and  

nowadays generally named dalits 

SEB State Electricity Board 

Selection  An emphasis in the process of sense-making consisting of the identification and editing those accounts 

of enactment that best fit with prior understandings of plausibility. It is closely linked  



to the emphasis of interpretation 

Selective

Permeability

The capacity to actively and selectively interact with the external environment, much like a cell which 

through its membrane transports matter in and out. In this study, selective permeability refers to the 

mechanism used by an NGDO to guide its interactions with the environment. The guidance is based on 

a solid kernel of own guiding values, views and principles. This allows for  

an organisation to interact intensively without losing itself in the interaction process  

Sense-making Sizing up a situation and trying to discover what you have while you simultaneously act and  

have some effect on what you discover  

SHG Self-Help Group 

SiCLiC 

configuration

Configuration representing the superimposed processes of Sense-making, Changing, Learning and 

Choice-making 

ST Scheduled tribes, Girijans or Adivasis, are tribal groups, generally considered the indigenous peoples 

of India 

Strategic

change

Non-routine, non-incremental, and discontinuous change which alters the overall orientation of  

the organisation and/or its components

TAP Transparency, accountability and (public) participation. Compass that guides choice-making of PEG 

TERI The Energy and Resources Institute set up by the Tata Group, India’s largest private sector group 

TINA 

syndrome

“There is no alternative” syndrome 

TOR Terms of Reference 

Transcription Process by which an organisation highlights or makes apparent those signals that are considered to be 

or become important with their opportunities and threats to the organisation and its social change goal. 

It brings out meaning in an ambiguous situation and is interlinked with hypothesing to move from 

picking up signals to action 

Turbulent field Situation where the dynamic properties arise not simply from the interaction of the component 

organisations, but also from the field itself 

WTO World Trade Organisation 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION

Preamble

This dissertation is about southern Non-Governmental Development Organisations (NGDO), 

actors located in the South whose purpose in life is the pursuit of a social change goal. It is their 

product, development that has received most attention, generally through evaluation reports, 

reviews and other appraisals. This study is not another such document, but looks at NGDOs 

from a different angle: how have successful organisations gone about becoming an effective 

force of change in their societies?  

The first section of this introductory chapter provides a brief description of the non-

governmental sector. The second section presents the reasons why this research was 

undertaken and its significance. The third section then puts forward the research purpose and 

questions, and briefly introduces the theoretical fields of the research. It also provides a succinct 

overview of the changes introduced during the research process. The chapter ends with a 

description of the setup of the thesis and briefly introduces each chapter. 

1.1 The Non-Governmental sector  

The first archetypes of NGDOs emerged organising relief in the wake of the twentieth 

century. Since then, they have moved to become a presence in most societies. From natural 

disasters and other emergencies, they have moved into a range of other areas and levels. At 

the same time, they have diversified dramatically in their outlook, support base, organisational 

form, politics, institutional embedding and relationships. NGDOs have become the actors to 

whom many people have entrusted their confidence to take up one or more issues that affect 

their or others’ lives and livelihoods varying from micro-credit to climate change. 
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In recent years, southern NGDOs have seen many changes some of which represent 

fundamental threats. They face a world of changing norms and values, increasing financial 

uncertainty, technological transformation, and political change. Macro-economic policy has 

changed radically in different parts of the world, the interventionist roles played by states are 

being disputed, and new power centres are being formed at national, regional and international 

level. The challenges facing NGDOs at the beginning of the new Millennium are very different 

from those of the 1970s or 80s. Not only are the changes in the environment faster and more 

far-reaching, but they are also increasingly unpredictable. Examples are changing roles and 

expectations put before national governments and other players in the development arenas, 

erratic financial flows after a period of relative comfort, unpredictable patterns of solidarity and 

new demands of accountability and legitimacy on NGDOs, and a changing and increasingly 

globalising context. All this results in a working environment for development NGOs that 

demands a fundamental rethinking of the validity of development models they propose, 

organisational forms of co-operation and strategic renewal. Furthermore, in a fast changing 

development context, these questions become permanent concerns. 

1.2 The trigger and justification 

In the face of the many challenges, there is no clear evidence regarding NGDO repositioning 

processes and the relationships between these and performance, relevance, and corresponding 

internal organising characteristics. In a first comparative study of its kind, Smillie and Hailey 

(2001) describe defining organising characteristics of successful southern NGDOs. However, 

the study offers little insight in how the organisational change processes took place that brought 

success to these NGDOs, nor does it describe links with contemporary developments and how 

the organisations have tackled these. There are important gaps in our understanding of what 

actually happens.  

The perspectives, concepts and techniques described in the for-profit strategic change 

literature have been refined through their application by practitioners and a body of experience 

has developed. Case studies illustrate their application and are employed in the education of 

professionals (see for example: Cummings and Worley 1997). However, the same perspectives, 

concepts and techniques are often applied uncritically and mechanistically to southern NGDOs. 

Without the accompanying adjustment and learning cycles, this can lead to disastrous results 

(Fowler 1997; James 1998; 2001).  Yet there is a richness of lessons that can be learnt from 
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change experiences with NGDOs, that have been neglected so far (Johnson and Cooperrider 

1991; Brown and Covey 1987).  

Therefore, the research is significant both in scientific and in social terms. Scientifically, with 

organisations everywhere struggling to reposition within a globalising world, the demand is 

growing fast for organisational change theories that are relevant to value-oriented organisations 

and draw on the rich experience that resides with them. This seems particularly the case with 

respect to Indian NGDOs. Socially, with pressures on NGDOs mounting to contribute in 

democratising societies (van Rooy 1998), or to “be in the pivotal position to accelerate and 

direct change in the 21st Century” (Fowler 2000b: 601), attention is increasingly paid to their 

organisational functioning. There is a great need for insights derived from grounded empirical 

data from NGDOs themselves. 

This research contributes to closing the wide theoretical and empirical gap regarding ways in 

which NGDOs have responded to emerging deep challenges, and the outcomes of the various 

responses. It focuses on a neglected link between organisational change involving NGDOs and 

their position in the wider context of a globalising society and the arena(s) in which they wish to 

bring change.  

1.3 Research purpose and questions  

The research purpose is to elucidate organisational change processes that enhance the 

strategic position of southern NGDOs in relation to globalising 1/ public sector, market and civil 

society, and 2/ the specific arena(s) in which the organisation wishes to bring about structural 

change.

The central proposition of the research is that in response to fundamental changes in their 

working context, NGDOs initiate strategic change processes that lead to their (re)positioning as 

actors in sustainable development and civil society building. Since the NGDO is embedded in a 

series of networks of stakeholders, successful change processes spills over into a strengthening 

of the networks as well.  

Within this framework, the central question was stated initially as: 

How do strategic change processes influence the external position of Non-Governmental 

Development Organisations (NGDO) as relevant actors in sustainable development and civil 

society building in relation to a globalising state, market and society?
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The research questions derived from this main question were as follows: 

1. Globalisation: How do globalisation processes affect the position of NGDOs as relevant 

development actors in sustainable development and civil society building? 

2. Strategic Change: What strategic change processes are NGDOs setting in motion in order to 

reposition themselves effectively? 

3. Position: How are the design, implementation and success of these change processes being 

influenced by the position in stake-holding networks within which an NGDO functions, and 

vice versa? 

The research questions point out the initial concepts used in the research: NGDOs, 

globalisation, strategic change and strategic position. In chapter 2, these will be dealt with in 

more detail. Here, they are only briefly touched upon.  

Non-Governmental Development Organisation (NGDO)  

Private, independent, professionally staffed, non-membership and not-for-profit organisations 

committed to an alternative development model generally defined as more democratised and 

inclusive and supposedly more sustainable, and explicitly exerting their civic function of 

contributing to collective action and self-management. They are intermediary organisations in 

that they are placed between the groups they ultimately serve and other actors. A more detailed 

presentation about the sector in general can be found about it in section 2.1.1, and about Indian 

NGDOs in section 4.4. 

Globalisation 

A process (or set of processes) which embodies a transformation in the spatial organisation 

of social relations and transactions – assessed in terms of their extensity, intensity, velocity and 

impact – generating transcontinental or inter-regional flows and networks of activity, interaction, 

and exercise of power (Held, McGrew et al. 1999: 16). Globalisation is not straight-forward in its 

impacts or patterns. Simple conclusions are not possible as it is a specific clustering of patterns 

of globalisation and their interactions that produces a unique set of trends in a domain. Two 

levels of impact on NGDOs can be outlined. The first are the impacts on working conditions, 

partners, instruments, arenas, funding flows etc., offering threats or opportunities for NGDOs. 
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The second level relates to the obscure and ambiguous changes in premises and paradigms 

that underpin, among others, an organisation’s identity.  

Strategic Change 

Strategic change is a non-routine, non-incremental, and discontinuous change that alters the 

overall orientation of the organisation or components of the organisation, or both (Tichy 1983: 

17). Two explicitly integrative models of strategic change management were used as theoretical 

sources: a model developed by Pettigrew et al. (1992) and one developed by Tichy (1983).

Strategic position 

Only a preliminary definition can be given here. The strategic position of an NGDO refers to 

both the locational (place where the organisation is physically located or working) as well as the 

relational aspects (other actors of relevance to the mission and operations of the NGDO).  

Changes in research focus 

In the course of the study, a number of major alterations have been introduced. It was 

realised early on that globalisation was just one of a multitude of contextual forces that an 

organisation has to juggle. In consequence, sense-making became a central research concept. 

Weick’s (1999; 2001) thoughts on sense-making formed the basis for further theorising. Also, 

the growing disconnect between emerging data and the initial theoretical framework pointed to 

the need to move from strategic change as “non-routine, non-incremental, and discontinuous” 

(Tichy 1983: 17) to changing. The concepts of mode (Bartunek and Moch 1987) and tempo 

(Weick and Quinn 1999) of changing came into focus. The move to changing brought a 

corresponding shift from position to positioning and brought the associated process of 

organising onto the stage. Finally, throughout the study, learning and choice-making emerged 

consistently as important concepts, which are intimately intertwined with processes of changing. 

Lam’s (2004) models of organisational learning helped broaden thinking about learning. In 

consequence, the four broad areas of sense-making, changing, learning and choice-making and 

their inter-linkages form the main areas of this research. The resulting web of dynamic, 
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interactive and multi-dimensional processes proves helpful to unravel change processes that 

take place in a complex, ambiguous multi-actor context where not one but multiple action-

perspectives are possible.  

1.4  Setup of the report 

Except for chapter 3 on the methodological framework, the report follows the evolving 

research spiral, which consists of two intertwined helixes, a theoretical and a field-level one (see 

also Figure 3.3.2a). This is represented in table 1.4.  

Table 1.4: overview of chapters 

Theory Field Field Theory Field  Theory  

Delimitation

Chapter 2

– research 

themes

Chapter 3.1

– research 

methodology 

Description 

of field 

context: 

Chapter 4

Case study I 

Chapter 5

- open 

inquiry 

Revisiting I 

Theoretical  

Chapter 6 

Chapter 7 

Methodological 

Chapter 3.2 

Case study II  

(three groups) 

Chapter 8

-inquiry into sense-

making, changing, 

learning and 

choice-making  

Revisiting II 

Theoretical 

Chapter 9 

Methodological 

Chapter 3.2

Synthesis 
and 
Conclusion:

Chapter 10

Time:

Chapter 2 and section 3.1 present the theoretical and methodological points of departure of 

the research. Chapter 2 introduces the research area of NGDOs, their history and the 

challenges they currently face. It furthermore introduces the theoretical sources that initially 

inspired the research. The chapter closes with the choices made to delimit the research, and the 

resulting research questions. Section 3.1 presents the methodological sources that have 

guided the research process while sections 3.2 and 3.3 put forward a reflection on their use. It 

was decided to present the research methodology in a separate chapter, so as to create the 

space to present insights gained in how the study of a complex and dynamic field was 

undertaken. 

After the presentation of the theoretical and methodological points of departure, the focus 

moves to the field. Chapter 4 describes the research context and the field. It provides the 
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reader with background and contextual information regarding the case study organisations. The 

chapter covers four main areas in India: poverty and development issues; Government and 

governance; liberalisation, privatisation and globalisation; and, NGDOs in India. Chapter 5 
presents the results of the first case study. MYRADA was established in the 1960s and currently 

works in three states in southern India. The case study covers past and current processes of 

changing and shows how MYRADA has been able to successfully transform itself.  

The next chapters move back to the theoretical level. Chapter 6 highlights a number of 

aspects that have emerged from the case study and in a way form the results of reflection-in-

action. This is taken a step further in chapter 7 by, among others, linking the emerging insights 

to new theoretical sources, e.g. on sense-making and on learning in organisational types. 

Hence, chapter 7 can be perceived as the result of reflection on reflection-in-action. Four areas 

are put forward as central to the research: sense-making, and changing, learning and choice-

making (SiCLiC). They are related to each other in a synthesis SiCLiC configuration. 

After this theoretical reflection, the focus is brought back to the field level. Chapter 8 
presents the results of the next case study. Prayas is an NGDO, formalised in 1994, which 

consists of four more or less autonomous groups, some of which are renowned at the national 

and international level. Of these, three have been studied in detail: Prayas Energy Group, the 

Health Group, and the Resources and Livelihoods Group. The focus of the case study is on the 

four areas of sense-making, changing, learning and choice-making.  

After the second case study, in chapter 9, a second loop of theoretical revisiting is 

presented, first at the level of the case organisations (9.1–3), then at an overarching level (9.4–

6). Although all four research areas of sense-making, changing, learning and choice-making are 

covered, the process of choice-making is dealt with in more detail. The choice-making 

constellation is presented and brought together with models of organisational learning, and 

examples of balancing trade-offs in choice-making are given.  

Finally, chapter 10 brings together the different strands. An overview is given of how the 

initial research questions concerning globalisation, strategic change and position have evolved 

and the specific research findings and the conclusions are stated. This is followed by a 

presentation of the two newly emerged areas of choice-making and learning, and the related 

research findings and conclusions.  The chapter also presents the harvest of the research and 

propounds recommendations for different categories of readers. The chapter ends by 

contrasting the initial problem definition and research question with the essence of the research 

findings.
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Chapter 2 

INITIAL RESEARCH THEMES AND THEORETICAL 
REFLECTION

Chapter 2 provides the research themes and related theoretical notions as understood at the 

start of the study, that is, in 2000 and 2001, during literature review and delimitation of the 

research purpose and focus. The chapter opens with an introduction to the concept of an 

NGDO, followed by a brief presentation of its history. To contextually embed these explorations, 

some viewpoints are presented regarding the changing context, especially in relation to 

globalisation processes. Subsequently, two theoretical frameworks are introduced that were 

considered useful to explore the concept of strategic change, and some ideas regarding 

strategic position are examined. The resulting lines of thought are brought together in section 

2.4 on the choices made, and the research purpose and questions. Although the choices and 

delimitations made are presented in the closing section of this chapter, in reality the processes 

of theoretical probing and making choices were intertwined in time and influenced each other 

mutually.

The initial research themes and notions form the theoretical point of departure of the 

research journey covering four in-depth case-organisations in India. During this journey, the 

preliminary frameworks were revisited, also in the field in dialogue with members of the case 

organisations. The resulting theoretical adjustments will be presented first in chapter 7 and 

subsequently in chapter 9. 

2.1 Introduction to the research area 

2.1.1  Non-Governmental Development Organisations  

The first concept to be examined is the Non-Governmental Development Organisation 

(NGDO). This section therefore starts with an explanation of this term. This is followed by a brief 
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exploration of how roles and positions of the non-profit sector have changed over the years, and 

finally some perspectives are presented on the current situation (that is about 2001-2002). 

The concept of a Non-Governmental Development Organisation (NGDO) 

There exists a range of ways of defining NGDOs, with differences by country, groups of 

actors and otherwise. To pre-empt a great amount of misunderstanding, the choice made for 

this study and the underlying reasoning are laid out here. While in India, many use the term 

Voluntary Organisation or Voluntary Development Association (Mohanty and Singh 1996), in 

this study the term Non-Governmental Development Organisation (NGDO) is used for the 

following reasons. The term Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO) is used internationally and 

has acquired widespread acceptance. To further delimit the organisations referred to, in this 

study the emphasis is on organisations working in the field of development, however 

problematic the use of development may be. Hence, the letter ‘D’ in NGDO. This distinguishes 

the organisations referred to in this study from non-governmental organisations such as sports 

clubs or religious groups. 

Following the practical definition for NGOs based on four key characteristics1 by Ball and 

Dunn (1995), here NGDOs are delimited as organisations which have all of the four key 

characteristics set out in Box 2.1.1.  The last characteristic – not self-serving in aims – excludes 

unions, and so-called Community Based Organisations (CBO), such as self-help groups or 

water users associations, whose reason of existence is to advance its members in social, 

economic, cultural or political ways.  

This study specifically focuses on national NGDOs, thereby excluding national branches of 

international organisations as their identity, compulsions and boundaries of action are defined 

differently.

1 Ball and Dunn (1995) stress that it is the fourth characteristic of not serving the self-interests of members, which is 
central to understanding and most clearly defining an NGO.  
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Box 2.1.1: Defining key characteristics of NGDOs  

Voluntary. The organisations are formed voluntarily. There is nothing in the legal framework 

of any country which requires them to be formed or prevents them from being formed. In 

democratic societies, this distinguishes them from government organisations which are 

statutory agencies.  

There may furthermore be an element of voluntary participation in the organisation, in the 

form of a small number of board members2, or larger numbers of members and 

beneficiaries, giving their time voluntarily; 

Independent. Within the laws of society, they are controlled by those who have formed 

them, or by Boards of Management to which such people have delegated, or are required 

by law to delegate responsibility for control and management; 

Not-for-profit. They are not formed for personal private profit or gain, although: 

a- they often have employees, who are paid for what they do. However, the employers –

Board of Management: are not paid for the work they perform on Boards, beyond (most 

commonly) being reimbursed for expenses they incur in the course of performing their 

Board duties; 

b- they may engage in revenue-generating activities. They do not, however, distribute 

profits or surpluses to shareholders or members, but use revenues generated solely in 

pursuit of their aims; 

Not self-serving in aims and related values. Their aims are: 

a- to improve the circumstances and prospects of disadvantaged people who are unable to 

realise their potential or achieve their full rights in society, through direct or indirect forms of 

action; or 

b- to act on concerns and issues which are detrimental to the well-being, circumstances or 

prospects of people or society as a whole. 

(After: Ball and Dunn 1995: 19)

2 Board of Management is used as a general descriptive term. The constitutions of individual organisations or the 
laws under which they register may use other terms, such as trustees (Ball and Dunn 1995) 
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A brief history of the non-profit sector in international development cooperation3

Around the beginning of the 20th century the archetypes of NGDO typically emerged in 

response to situations causing human suffering such as natural disasters (Fowler 2000c). In this 

period, NGDOs were not part of an institutionalised system of overseas assistance, but relied on 

privately mobilised support. In the 1950s and 1960s, processes of decolonisation catalysed the 

establishment of NGDOs, but also introduced new views on structural transformation in the 

political, economical and societal spheres. Especially in Southern countries, NGDOs were 

created or became motivated by ‘development’ as a political project. The ideological or 

motivational underpinning for local NGDOs branched into many forms. Four major forms were: a 

reaction against the globally dependent position of the South in general and of newly 

independent countries in particular; a philosophy giving primacy to indigenous values, 

associations and practices; a concern for specific social issues; and a pragmatist position of 

doing whatever was needed to contribute to ‘nation-building’ as defined by their funders and 

governments (Fowler 2000c). During this period, the non-governmental sector developed largely 

peripherally to the establishment of a system of international aid. This aid system was originally 

based on the assumption that development could be brought about by the provision of financial, 

technological and knowledge inputs.  

In the 70s, lack of rapid economic progress and negligible trickle-down of benefits led to a 

revision of the aid model’s priorities, but not of its guiding assumptions. The shift towards 

targeting poorer and more vulnerable groups, and a greater attention to provision of social 

services (Basic Needs) opened up an interface between NGDOs and the official aid system that 

has continued to grow ever since. International NGDOs became more and more a common 

source of funding and support of local counterparts. In this period, Northern support was often 

said to be informed by an ideology of international solidarity and ‘partnership’ (ideological 

differences among agencies are described by: Biekart 1999). NGDOs generally had their roots 

within civic groups with specific concerns. Governments and politicians also overtly or covertly 

initiated NGDOs to serve their own purposes as part of patronage politics. Hence, by the late 

1970s, NGDOs formed a highly heterogeneous community in terms of inspiration and 

legitimacy.

3 In the more than fifty years of official development assistance, a number of terms have been used in succession, 
indicating a gradual shift in discourse from aid to collaboration. Here, I will use the term international development 
cooperation. International to indicate the cross-border relationships and processes; development to reflect the aim 
towards a better, more just world; co-operation (rather than aid) as a way to delimit the scope of the study, focusing 
on more equitable relational forms. 



 12 

In the 1980s, structural adjustment became a much-promoted strategy within a wider 

neoliberal model. This shift significantly shaped subsequent NGDO thinking and evolution. 

Privatisation brought NGDOs into the mainstream of official aid. Special governmental funds 

were created with donor money to implement activities such as education and health, earlier 

considered as public responsibilities. A rapid growth of income from official funding sources for 

private organisations came at a time of increasing doubts about the effectiveness of official aid. 

An addition to donor foreign policy and aid agendas in the 1990s was the promotion of good 

governance and of strong civil society (van Rooy 1998). Within a neoliberal orthodoxy of 

market-led growth, liberal democracy and good (lean and efficient) government, largely adopted 

by Northern official donors, civil society and NGDOs were encouraged to play a more prominent 

role in implementing the new policy agenda, all in the name of more sustainable, participatory 

and efficient development.  

Overall, the past 80 years have seen important shifts in motivation and legitimacy for NGDO 

action.4 Nowadays, the NGDO sector shows a complex mix of inspirations and ideologies, geo-

political origins, organisational structures, politics and sizes, funding sources, services and 

outputs, relationships to state and markets, and degrees of political focus. 

2.1.2 The changing context: turbulent fields 

Held et al. (1999) state that despite a vast and expanding literature there is substantial 

disagreement on how globalisation is best conceptualised, how its causal dynamics and 

structural consequences are understood and characterised. In spite of the lack of consensus, 

they state that there is enough evidence to point out the major features of contemporary 

globalisation processes. Here, some features are summarised that are expected to have a 

major impact on NGDOs. The first level described below has or will have direct or indirect, 

positive or negative impacts because of changing working conditions, partners, arenas, etc. The 

second level, which is only briefly touched upon, penetrates deeper into the essence of any 

development organisation, as premises and paradigms underpinning, among others, identities, 

development frameworks and values, themselves appear to be losing validity.  

Held et al. (1999: 16) define globalisation as “a process (or set of processes) which 

embodies a transformation in the spatial organisation of social relations and transactions – 

4 For a general overview, see for example Fowler 2000c or Sooryamoorthy and Gangrade 2001. For an overview of 
the Indian situation, see PRIA 1991. 
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assessed in terms of their extensity, intensity, velocity and impact – generating transcontinental 

or interregional flows and networks of activity, interaction and the exercise of power”. With 

regard to the impact propensity of global interconnectedness, they distinguish decisional, 

institutional, distributive and structural impacts.  

Based on their case studies, Held et al. (1999) describe a range of fundamental features of 

contemporary globalisation patterns. A selection of these features are summarised in Box 2.1.2.  

Although building upon and transforming earlier global relationships, current patterns of 

globalisation have quantitatively overtaken those of earlier periods in all domains. Furthermore, 

there is a clustering of patterns of globalisation that is matchless in its coverage and density, 

reaching out to political, institutional, legal, regulatory, military, cultural, demographic, economic, 

environmental, and other domains. It should be noted that it is both the particular combination of 

globalising tendencies and the complex interactions among these which produce the specific 

dynamics of contemporary globalisation. An explosion of technological innovation has supported 

and accompanied the globalising patterns. 

While global institutions of governance and regulation have grown dramatically, these 

multilateral, regional and global systems overlay an almost worldwide system of sovereign and 

territorial nation-states. It would be too simple to argue that contemporary globalisation simply 

prefigures the end of the nation-state or erosion of state power. As Held et al. (1999: 437) argue 

“contemporary globalisation does not necessarily narrow the scope for political action and state 

initiatives, but, on the contrary, may dramatically expand it”. There are important institutional 

impacts in that contemporary globalisation structurally transforms and reconfigure institutional 

agendas, and creates or reshapes arenas of global interactions, and the organisational structure 

of for, example, national bureaucracies. Traditional concepts of state sovereignty are being 

renegotiated within a changing multi-layered complex of governance, where, among others, 

forces of national, regional and global policy-making interact. 

Furthermore, whereas earlier forms of globalisation tended to be dominated by military 

expansion, migratory movements, empire building and cultural or religious expansionism, 

contemporary globalisation tends to reflect the primacy of economic expansion. An ever more 

intense economic globalisation is taking place facilitated by the Bretton Woods institutions and 

regional development banks, among others. These, together with new communication 

infrastructures and neoliberal deregulation, are catalysing an explosion of global trade, 

investment and financial flows. Held et al. (1999) contend that economic globalisation is 

transforming the conditions under which state power is exercised. 
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Box 2.1.2: Distinctive features of contemporary globalisation 

- Historically unprecedented on all four defining characteristics (extensity, intensity, velocity 

and impact propensity of global flows), encompassing all social domains (cultural, political, 

economic, military, religious, etc.); 

- Unique multi-layered dense institutionalisation and organisation of world-wide social, political 

and economic power relations, interacting with and overlaying an almost world-wide system 

of sovereign, territorial nation-states; 

- Unparalleled confluence of globalising influences in all aspects of social life going beyond the 

dominance of earlier military, economic and political globalising modalities to include new 

patterns of migratory, ecological and cultural globalisation;  

- The rhythm of globalisation does not appear to be correlated directly with hegemonic powers 

anymore, but moving towards self-organising and market-driven arrangements, which tend to 

receive visible political direction by a hegemonic power only at times of crisis; 

- Massive increase of interaction capacity of separate states, societies and publics, reinforced 

by globalisation of communications infrastructures, mass media and transport. Consequent 

move from globalisation as internal imperial matter to projects of popular, national or 

transnational forces. This is accompanied by novel global politics of agenda-setting, coalition 

building and multilateral regulation. At the same time, because of diverse visions and values, 

all aspects of globalisation are being contested while the nature of the politics of contestation 

itself is changing; 

- Changing politics of territoriality as the territorial principle as primary basis for the 

organisation of political rule and exercise of political authority is being challenged, and cross-

border disputes can no longer be solved solely by military power; and 

- Increasingly overlapping communities of fate5 in complex structures of overlapping forces, 

relations and movements which have manifold impacts on them. 

(after Held et al. 1999: 430 – 431)

Just as important, they conclude that arrangements of stratification are changing 

substantially: from bipolar to more multipolar, from North-South to a complex constellation of 

global and productive power relationships, transforming established international and 

transnational hierarchies of social power and wealth. These changes affect, among others, the 

5 That is “a condition in which the fortunes and prospects of individual political communities are increasingly bound 
together (…) in a diversity of processes and structures which range in and through them, linking and fragmenting 
them into complex constellations” (Held et al. 1999: 445). 



 15 

division of labour, patterns of consumption of resources, distribution of threats, exposure to 

risks, and the arenas for politics. As such, the changes reshape the pattern of global and 

domestic categories of winners and losers, leaving no country and no community untouched.  

Globalisation is not an automatic process, nor are its patterns and impacts straightforward or 

enduring. In its report, RAWOO (2000) points out that the precise impact, intensity and patterns 

of interconnectedness vary greatly across states and domains. The challenge of contemporary 

globalisation lies not only in understanding the combination and uniqueness of changes and 

new trends, and the irregular patterns of inequalities and hierarchy (RAWOO 2000), but also the 

complex and unequal capacities of mediation, contestation and amelioration of governments 

and societies. 

It is clear that the debate on globalisation will further intensify for the next years to come. 

However, while globalisation deeply impacts upon Southern countries, not much empirical work 

on impacts and responses at local level has been done (RAWOO 2000). 

Challenges for NGDOs6

Challenges for NGDOs are manyfold. Bebbington (1997) argues that changes in the political 

economy demand that NGDOs rethink their relationships with the state and market. This 

rethinking is causing general uncertainty about the role of NGDOs in development and forms 

part of a larger crisis in alternative development thinking, with deep questions about the 

legitimate roles in development of the state, civil society and the market. For NGDOs, these 

questions translate into a series of challenges categorised as legitimacy, identity and 

sustainability. In the context of a funding crisis, these demand a set of organisational changes 

within NGDOs. Examples are adjusting to unprecedented coordination of their activities by the 

state, or responding to increasing pressure to reconsider their structures of governance 

(Bebbington 1997). Other authors point out similar profound issues. Close association with 

government and sometimes, financial dependency bring dilemmas with respect to autonomy, 

accountability, detachment from civic roots and constituencies, and creeping self-censorship 

(Edwards and Hulme 1995). Fowler (2000c) argues that when official funds predominate in its 

resource base, an NGDO in effect has traded legitimacy and moral authority derived from its 

civic roots for legitimacy by association with governments, i.e. legitimacy from the public 

6 The challenges mentioned here are those identified in 2001, since the initial focus was on changes in NGDO 
strategy as a reaction to global developments as perceived at the start of the millennium. 
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administration domain. The big question becomes what impact this type of resource 

dependency has on NGDO inspirations and moral legitimacy. Fowler (2000c) lists a number of 

worrying issues associated with a trend from civic to public legitimacy: 

 Vulnerability because of an expected long-term reduction of overall aid levels and a 

withdrawal strategy for international aid; 

 Because of a deeper association with official aid, a large proportion of NGDOs are being 

compromised in their motivation and ability to think about, let alone, promote, alternative 

ideas, language and development paths.  

Notwithstanding the lack of theoretical consensus regarding causes, dynamics and effects of 

globalisation, it is becoming clear that shifts in global organising patterns and agendas are 

penetrating beyond the superficial aspects of changing aid levels and flows. The challenges 

facing NGDOs at the beginning of the new Millennium are very different from those of the 1970s 

or 80s. Not only are the changes in the environment faster and more in-depth, but also 

increasingly unpredictable, multi-layered and multi-dimensional in cause and effect. Brown et al. 

(2000) point out a number of globalisation impacts on NGDOs. Among these are the increase in 

general awareness of economic inequalities because of the globalising information networks; 

the increased power of especially international NGDOs through reduced costs of international 

organisation, coordination and information flows; and new development strategies formulated in 

response to the rise of new problems. All this results in a working environment for development 

NGOs that Emery and Trist (1978:20) classified as turbulent, that is where “the dynamic 

properties arise not simply from the interaction of the component organisations, but also from 

the field itself”.  

Beyond the many and complex challenges posed to any development organisation resulting 

from the tendencies sketched in the previous section, at an even deeper level, Held et al. (1999) 

argue that contemporary globalisation tendencies challenge actors to think and rethink 

fundamental norms and principles as they bring forth an entirely new set of political and 

normative dilemmas which have no real equivalents in previous periods.  These dilemmas 

eclipse the profound impacts on institutional agendas because of, among others, growing trans-

boundary political issues and the consequent need for institutional innovation. Equally, they 

overshadow the significant distributional consequences beyond the traditional North-South 

divide and the resulting demand on development actors to rethink objectives and reconsider for 

which people or groups they work. Concepts of political space, accountability, participation, 

democracy and citizenship, and governance lose their grounding in territorially delimited 
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principles of a sovereign, autonomous nation-state and political authority, thereby generating 

the ultimate challenge for development actors. The described trends change or broaden the 

meaning of these concepts which requires their re-articulation. This can provide guidance in a 

transforming context and embed consequent choices of objectives, strategies and beneficiaries. 

Thus, a fundamental rethinking is demanded of deeper issues at the heart of NGDO identity and 

relevance, roles and values, and the validity of development models and strategies. 

In the face of these many challenges, there is no clear evidence regarding the repositioning 

processes NGDOs are pursuing and how these relate to aspects of performance, reputation, 

relevance, and corresponding organising characteristics. Beyond anecdotal evidence often 

presented in NGDO literature (Fowler 2000a; James 1998), there is a wide gap in theory and a 

lack of empirical data regarding ways in which NGDOs have responded to these challenges, 

and the outcomes of the various responses. While, for example, Doyle and McEachern (1998) 

describe how the internal organisation of environmental NGDOs may be shaped by their beliefs, 

goals and partnerships, no coherent conclusions can be drawn from their case studies 

regarding the relationships between internal organising dynamics (e.g. decision-making 

structures) and external dynamics (e.g. relationship with the state).  

Several themes seem to have grabbed attention: the globalisation of international 

cooperation and the parallel rise in international NGDOs taking main stage in international 

arenas; NGDOs jumping on the bandwagon of new trans-national and international social 

movements; and the emergence of a global civil society (see: Cooperrider and Dutton 1999; 

Fisher 1999. In: Cooperrider and Dutton 1999; Waterman 1993; Jayaraman and Kanbur 1999. 

In: Kaul, Grunberg and Stern 1999; Martin 1999. In: Kaul, Grunberg and Stern 1999).

Based on these theoretical notions, the research initially focused on how globalisation 

processes impact on Southern non-governmental development actors and the ways in which 

NGDOs have responded.   

2.2  Strategic change processes 

Choice for strategic change

The concept of organisational change provokes a variety of views and definitions depending 

on the perspective and focus. Change can be perceived as either episodic with a clear 
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beginning and end, or as continuous. Emphasis can be on the content of change, the context, or 

the change process. Weick and Quinn (1999: 363) state that “there is a continuing debate about 

whether change research is developing as a cumulative and falsifiable body of knowledge”. 

According to Tichy (1983: 17) all definitions of change are problematic, because “they assume 

that we can differentiate between states of change and stability”. In his view, change is a core 

characteristic of all social systems and organisations, since these are always changing. 

Although he acknowledges that the exact boundary between strategic and non-strategic change 

is blurred, he defines strategic change as “non-routine, non-incremental, and discontinuous 

change which alters the overall orientation of the organisation and/or components of the 

organisation” (Tichy 1983: 17).  

At the start, the research focused on the concept of strategic change as defined by Tichy 

(1983). It was thought that studying organisations where intensive strategic change processes 

were taking place would facilitate the identification and analysis of issues of importance (section 

3.3.1: Selection of case studies).  

Depending on the viewpoints, different theoretical explanations of change have been 

developed. For example, Tichy (1983) distinguishes three dominant traditions in Change 

Management. One tradition is the so-called technical view, in which organisations can be 

changed by the application of rational knowledge. Another is the political view, in which 

organisations are perceived primarily as political entities and change takes place by the 

exercise of power or bargaining. The third tradition is the cultural view, in which organisations 

are seen as cultural systems of values and change comes about by altering the norms and 

cognitive schemes of the members of the organisation.  

There are also different perspectives on what is strategy and strategic management. 

Johnson (1987. In: Pettigrew et al. 1992) distinguishes (i) a rationalistic view of strategic 

management, in which strategy is seen as the outcome of a sequential, planned search for 

optimal solutions to defined problems, with implementation following from decisions made; (ii) 

an adaptive view, which sees strategy evolving in an incremental pattern; and (iii) an interpretive 

view, in which strategy is seen as the product of individual or collective sense making. 

Theoretical inspiration 

Initially, two models of strategic change management were chosen to inform the study. Both 

explicitly aim to integrate various strands of theoretical thinking. Both models are explicitly 
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integrative: they take account of a broad range of factors. It was felt that only such models 

would allow for a recognition of the complexity of strategic change processes with Southern 

NGDOs. 

The first is a model developed by Pettigrew et al. (1992) which integrates the content, 

contexts and processes of change over time to explain differential achievements of change 

objectives7. They identified the need to go beyond a single or unitary change issue focus and to 

study “how a larger, interrelated change agenda is tackled, juggling time, energy and effort 

between change issues”. The model’s emphasis on embeddedness (the need to study change 

in the context of interconnected levels of analysis), and temporal interconnectedness (locating 

change in past, present and future time) was thought to be of importance for any study on 

NGDOs as part of a multi-level network that has evolved over time. The model furthermore 

stresses the need to explore the interaction between context and action, and to allow for a 

plurality of perspectives going beyond a singular ‘grand theory of change’.  

It presents five interrelated factors that are central to successfully managing strategic 

change: environmental assessment, coherence, leading change, linking strategic and 

operational change, and human resources as assets and liabilities (Pettigrew and Whipp 1991; 

1992. In: Pettigrew et al. 1992). Each of the factors is built upon a combination of conditioning 

features and secondary mechanisms. The model gains its power from being developed in 

combined form through repetitive, iterative application and across differing circumstances. Eight 

linked (conceptual) factors that influence receptivity of the context for change are also 

presented: environmental pressure, supportive organisational culture, change agenda and its 

locale, simplicity and clarity of goals and priorities, co-operative inter-organisation networks, 

managerial-professional relations, key people leading change, and quality and coherence of 

policy. However, rather than focusing on and limiting the study to the factors identified by 

Pettigrew and his colleagues, the present research was thought to benefit more from an open 

approach by using only their guiding assumptions. These are: embeddedness (interconnected 

levels of analysis); temporal interconnectedness (change located in the past, present and future 

time); change as context and action (how context is a product of action and vice versa); and 

pluralistic causation (the causation of change is neither singular nor linear).  

A second model of strategic change management is presented by Tichy (1983). In his view 

there is a need to go beyond the tendency to observe the change process from only one 

7 Here, content is used to refer to the ‘what’ of change, contexts to the ‘why’ and ‘when’. Context covers both 
external influences (for example, the prevailing economic, political and social environment) and the internal context 
of the organisation (such as its resources, capabilities, structure, culture and politics). Process then is the ‘how’ of 
change, by whom change is formulated and managed, and the patterning that occurs. The authors add the dimension 
of time as a fourth critical element as each of the dimensions is dynamic and changeable in itself (Pettigrew et al. 
1992). 
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perspective. He calls for a comprehensive view on change management that acknowledges all 

three approaches: technical, political and cultural, and the fact that organisations must 

continually make adjustments in three basic ongoing organisational dilemmas. The first is the 

technical design problem, the second the problem of political allocation of power and resources 

to users and uses, the third is the cultural problem. These three problems are projected as 

intertwined strands of a rope. The task of strategic management is then to keep the rope from 

unravelling in the face of technical, political and cultural problems. However, because 

organisations and their environments are dynamic and changing, alignments between the three 

systems never stay aligned permanently. Tichy furthermore presents an organisational model 

that represents an organisation as a social network of clusters of people joined by a variety of 

links. In this perception, there are six organisational components: Mission and Strategy, Tasks, 

Prescribed Networks, People, Organisational Processes, and Emergent Networks. These form 

the managerial tools to achieve strategic alignment. However, their dynamic interrelationships 

and the degree to which the organisation fits or is aligned with its environment must be 

simultaneously analysed from the technical, political and cultural perspectives. With this 

combination of the three managerial areas of the technical, political and cultural systems, and 

the six managerial tools, Tichy offers a diagnostic tool consisting of eighteen strategic tasks. 

These tasks are shown in Table 2.2. The organisational diagnosis can then be used as a 

stepping stone to defining strategies, and implementing and monitoring strategic change in the 

continual pursuit of internal and external alignment. 

The perspectives, concepts and techniques described in the for-profit strategic change 

literature are often applied with little adjustment to Southern NGDO (Fowler 1997; James 1998) 

and without being open to lessons that can be learnt from change experiences developed by 

NGDOs (Johnson and Cooperrider 1991; Brown and Covey 1987). This study will use the 

described change models in an open but critical way and explicitly look for enriching 

experiences developed by NGDOs. In consequence, rather than taking the components and 

factors presented in the two models as elements for framing research hypotheses and 

questions, these will be used to enliven the process of inquiring, broadening the researcher’s 

mind, and questioning the empirical data. The models’ principles and metaphors, e.g. of an 

unravelling rope (Tichy), or chronology of changes (Pettigrew et al.), will be taken to guide the 

research process. Ideas from especially Tichy offer inspirational ways of broadening the inquiry,  
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while the principles and guiding assumptions evolved by Pettigrew et al. contribute more to 

pacing and streamlining the research process.  

2.3 Strategic Position 

The Merriam-Webster online encyclopaedia8 provides a number of potentially applicable 

definitions of position: a point of view adopted and held to; the point or area occupied by a 

physical object; a relative place, situation, or standing; a social or official rank or status; and, a 

situation that confers advantage or preference. In the Oxford dictionary9, Position is described 

as “the place where something or somebody is or stands, especially in relation to others; state 

of being advantageously placed; way in which somebody or something is placed; attitude or 

posture; person’s place or rank in relation to others”. Thus, two interrelated aspects emerge 

across these definitions which are considered important when researching the strategic position 

of an NGDO: the locational and the relational aspects. Both aspects influence and are 

influenced by the role and identity of an NGDO. 

There are various ways to look at the locational aspect of position. A first way is the territorial 

scale at which the NGDO operates: local, national, regional, international or a combination of 

these. A second way to look at the locational aspect of an NGDO’s position is the commonly 

used distinction in sectors in which the first sector is formed by the state, the second by profit-

driven private enterprises, while NGDOs are considered to belong to the third sector, pursuing 

social values. The first sector is understood as the public realm, the second and third form the 

private realm (Biekart 1999). Uphoff (1995) argues that the third sector does not include 

NGDOs, but rather people’s associations and membership organisations which differ from 

NGDOs in that they undertake voluntary collective action and self-help. In his view, NGDOs do 

not belong to any of the three arenas for decision-making and action corresponding to the 

public, the private sector and a so-called collective action or voluntary sector. At best, he 

considers NGDOs to be a sub-sector of the private sector since they deal with clients or 

beneficiaries who are in a ‘take it or leave it’ relationship. Fowler (2000b) argues for a fourth 

position for NGDOs, that is based on their values to consciously locate themselves between 

other sectors in society (state, market and civil society), with the competence to interact with 

state, market and civil society and speak their different languages. He then sees four important 

8 http://www.m-w.com/ consulted November 2006 
9 Oxford advanced learner’s Dictionary of Current English, 1974. Oxford University Press, London. 
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roles for them: (re)negotiators and mediators between actors and sectors; validators of a duty 

bearer’s compliance with rights; watchdogs of behaviours of duty bearers and claimants 

including themselves; and, innovators in the public interest. 

Friedman (1992) presents four overlapping domains of social practice: the state, civil society, 

the corporate economy, and the political community. The core of the state consists of its 

executive and judicial institutions; the core of civil society is the household; the core of the 

corporate economy is the corporation; and the core of the political community, to which NGDOs 

are thought to belong, consists of independent political organisations and social movements. 

Various territorial scales are involved: local, national and international. He states that as a 

starting point, the domains map socio-political spaces that allow for the location of specific 

institutions and for gauging the relative importance of each domain in a given situation.  

A third way to look at the location of NGDOs considers NGDOs as part of civil society. So far, 

an adaptation of the definition of civil society by Whyte (1994. In: Biekart 1999: 32) appears to 

be the most suitable: “An intermediate associational realm between state and family populated 

by organisations which are separate from the state, enjoy autonomy in relation to the state and 

are formed voluntarily by members of society”.10 In Biekart’s view (1999) whether or not NGDOs 

belong to civil society depends on whether their civic or their economic function is considered. 

An analytical concept is needed to form sound opinions on the position of NGDOs. The upsurge 

in indiscriminate attention for ‘civil society’ and ‘civil society building’ coming together with a 

growing conviction that a strong civil society is a probable prerequisite for an efficient market 

economy may lead NGDOs into danger. Generally, an economically oriented understanding of 

the concept supports an economic liberalisation model and allows civil society a limited role 

under the umbrella of ‘good governance’. Ultimately, it supports a co-optation of NGDOs as 

implementing agencies of policies that have been defined elsewhere, and obstructs an objective 

analysis of the position of NGDOs. 

This study will only look into the concept of civil society and the debates around civil society 

building in so far as they influence the perceptions of NGDO’s roles and functions by NGDOs 

themselves and by other actors, and as far as they contribute to the changing development 

context in which NGDOs operate. 

The second aspect considered to be of importance for the strategic position of an NGDO is 

the relational aspect. Which sectors or actors are important to take into consideration when the 

position of NGDOs is to be studied? A preliminary attempt points to the state, the market, civil 

10 In Whyte’s definition the objective of forming organizations is to protect or extend the members’ interests”, while 
in this study the aim of NGDOs is to protect the interests of their beneficiaries. 
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society at local, national and increasingly at global scale, peer development organisations, 

supporting or funding agencies. The type and content of relationships with the different actors 

determine in part the position of an NGDO. Relationships are not necessarily of a collaborative 

nature, but can also be of a critically opposing character. Not only the actors with whom 

relationships are established will change with time and circumstances (see for example Heap 

2000), but also the character of the relationships. For example, temporary global alliances can 

be created swiftly in order to halt or support a critical event. 

Apart from the locational and relational aspects, another question, so far unresolved, 

concerns the make-up of the strategic position of an NGDO. For example, Fowler (2000a) 

states that two major concepts lay the foundation for the strategic position of an NGDO: an 

NGDO’s contribution to social development through its roles and functions; and the degree of 

‘civicness’ or its position in society and distance from government. 

Answers to the question ‘what keeps an NGDOs viable in a changing context’ are said to be 

reputation allied to public trust, relevance, and quality (Fowler 2000a). However, such 

statements are scarcely founded on systematic research and generalisations cannot easily be 

made. Furthermore, while the question may be clear, whose judgement matters is far more 

ambiguous.

Although some literature exists on the position of NGDOs, most is related to NGDOs as part 

of the third sector, or forms an often implicit part of a civil society discourse. A great variety of 

statements made and opinions held on the subject appear to be based on anecdotal 

experiences. The confusion is further enhanced by the fact that the way in which NGDOs are 

defined influences perceptions on what position they can or should occupy. 

Rather than trying to pre-empt a definition of the strategic position of an NGDO, it seems to 

be of greater interest to deepen understanding of how the organisation itself perceives its 

position, how different stakeholders including beneficiaries and government agencies perceive 

it, and how these perceptions influence and interact with the design, implementation and results 

of strategic change processes.  

Various factors are complicating a discussion of strategic change processes with Southern 

NGDOs. Debates about significant strategic change or repositioning are typically overshadowed 

by worries about income and size (Fowler 2000b). Also, systematic evidence to support the 

widespread and sometimes firmly held beliefs about the added value of the non-profit sector has 

been difficult to assemble, leaving observers dependent on anecdotes whose generalisability is 
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often difficult to assess (Salamon 2000). NGDO literature offers a spectacular range of possible 

definitions of what the problem might be, both from policy-based and from more theoretical 

perspectives. However, in few cases empirical data have been submitted to a detailed 

questioning. Moreover, the critical debate about fundamental wrongs of the official International 

Development Co-operation system contaminates debates and research into Southern NGDOs, 

complicating an objective and systematic analysis. Lastly, in spite of a booming ‘NGDO-

literature’ there has been hardly any systematic research into the triggers and effects of 

strategic change processes. There are important gaps in current understanding of what actually 

happens. Hence, instead of plunging into a debate about whether NGDOs make a difference, or 

trying to pre-empt a definition of the strategic position of an NGDO, this research will 

concentrate on how NGDOs prepare and organise their positioning. The focus is therefore on 

deepening the understanding of how the NGDO and its different stakeholders perceive the 

NGDO’s position, and how these perceptions influence and interact with the design, the 

implementation and the results of strategic change processes.  

2.4  Choices made: delimitation, research purpose and questions 

The previous sections touched upon a number of choices guiding the research. Here these 

are presented jointly in order to frame the chapters that follow. Section 2.4.1 outlines the 

choices made with regard to a delimitation of the research. Section 2.4.2 describes the research 

purpose and relevance followed by the research questions in section 2.4.3. 

2.4.1  Delimitation of the research: Choices 

At the start of the study, the researcher had many questions about strategic repositioning 

processes with NGDOs. The myriad of questions brought forth first and foremost, the choice for 

a research focus and methodology which acknowledge that change processes take place in a 

complex, ambiguous multi-actor context where not one but multiple action-perspectives are 

possible. Consistent with an open-minded research design, the initial research questions have 

an exploratory character while later ones are formulated to probe deeper into emerging issues11.

To do justice to the evolving character of the research topic, a sequence of cases is proposed, 

each building upon the earlier ones. Other choices are presented below: 

11 See also chapter 3 on the research methodology 
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1. The research focuses on value-oriented organisations within the International Co-operation 

sector (section 2.1.1). In particular, the research will look into NGDOs based in Southern or 

Third World countries. 

2. The research will focus on intermediary organisations, based on the assumption that 

triggers for strategic change are most strongly felt by this type of NGDO. It is assumed that 

issues of a changing and challenged legitimacy and identity, for example, are felt less 

acutely by membership-based organisations. Hence, these are excluded from the research. 

3. The focus is not on organisational processes aiming at efficiency improvement, but on 

processes of strategic renewal of Southern NGDOs. In particular, the research will look into 

strategic change processes at the level of individual organisations that contribute to 

enhancing their position as a relevant and effective development actor in processes of 

development. At the same time, it is assumed that NGDOs are linked horizontally and 

vertically in networks that influence, and are influenced by their strategic renewal processes. 

Therefore, the research will include an exploration of the networks of which NGDOs form 

part.

4. When strategic change is used with the view of Northern donor agencies that Southern 

‘partners’ are local delivery vehicles for their plans and policies, it often refers to ‘absorptive 

capacity’ of Southern organisations. In the extreme, it is focused on better, that is, more 

cost-efficient and cost-effective implementation and management of projects. Seen from the 

position of Southern NGDOs, NGDOs are viewed and view themselves as important and 

able actors in civil society, players whose role it is to work towards social transformation, 

towards poverty alleviation and towards parity with respect to the dynamics of power for the 

groups they work with. 

This research will highlight the building or strengthening of sustainable organisations that 

are capable of self-determined focus and direction, of strategising and innovating, of 

responding with flexibility and adaptability to changing circumstances, and of acting 

decisively to impact on, and to change their circumstances and social context.  

5. The research is thus firmly placed within the perspective of alternative development thinking. 

Alternative development must base itself on the existential rationality of those who usually 

remain silent and are ignored. It must also seek to join the processes of existential 

reasoning of development actors with those of cognitive reasoning of the researcher. 

Dialectical unity is achieved through the “interpenetration and mutual transformation” of the 

two (Friedman 1992: 26). The choice of research methodology, touched upon here and 

further discussed in Chapter 3, is consistent with this thinking. 
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6. Geographical delimitation: in view of the limited resources available, the research will 

concentrate on the Indian sub-continent (section 3.3.1: Selection of case studies). 

7. The research will focus on the period from the 1980s onwards. From the early 1980s up to 

the present, there has been an accumulation of changes, both positive and negative, that 

are assumed to have been forcing strategic repositioning processes with Southern NGDOs.   

2.4.2  Research purpose and relevance 

Ultimately the goal of this research project is to contribute to the sustainability and relevance 

of intervention strategies of Southern development NGOs in a rapidly and profoundly changing 

context. Research results are therefore primarily intended to benefit Southern NGDOs. 

Secondly, it is hoped that the research results will feed into policies and practices of agencies 

supporting strategic change processes of NGDOs. 

The research topic is believed to be of importance. Perspectives from the corporate sector 

are becoming the reference point for analysing what strategic change and renewal are all about 

and how they can be implemented in Southern NGDOs. There is a need for a critical 

examination of concepts, and of the approaches and practices adopted from the for-profit 

sector. While the non-profit sector has, among others, a different value system, the concepts 

and instruments adopted are often applied without a conscious and systematic attempt to 

understand the suitability and limitations of the instruments in such a setting. Dangerously, this 

can lead to denial or neglect of non-economic values and norms that are intrinsic to, for 

example, culture, civic life, and state-society relations. Especially at a time when the legitimacy 

and identity of NGDOs are being questioned, specific attention should be paid to their 

distinguishing characteristics. There is a real and urgent need for a deeper understanding of 

strategic change processes constructed from within. 

Although over the years, a rich variety of experiences with change or repositioning processes 

with Southern NGDOs has been obtained in different countries and regions, too little 

systematising of lessons has taken place. A gap is felt especially at the meta-level of locating 

strategic change experiences within the wider context of the position of an NGDO in relation to 

society. This lacuna becomes a threat at a time when NGDOs are facing multiple interrelated 

deep challenges to their sustainability, identity, legitimacy, and development approach. The 

richness that is assumed to exist with NGDOs working in complex and demanding 
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circumstances – using their value base as a springboard to relate to other actors, and generally 

striving to achieve changes in societal structures – can supplement and refine organisational 

change theories (Brown and Covey 1987). 

2.4.3  Research questions12.

Based on an exploration of literature and feedback from peers, the central question is 

framed as: 

How do strategic change processes influence the external position of Non-Governmental 

Development Organisations (NGDO) as relevant actors in sustainable development and civil 

society building in relation to a globalising state, market and society?

The main theoretical aspects in this question are the globalising context of IDC, the non-

governmental sector in a framework of intensifying transnational relationships, and strategic 

change and positioning. 

 Subsequent questions are derived from the central question:  

1. Globalisation: How do globalisation processes affect the position of NGDOs as relevant 

development actors in sustainable development and civil society building? 

Development organisations are confronted by new demands framed by the emerging 

globalised context for IDC as they pursue their social change goals. Organisations will have 

to (re)position themselves in relation to the public sector, civil society and the market, and in 

relation to the arena in which they wish to bring change. 

2. Strategic change: What strategic change processes are NGDOs setting in motion in order to 

reposition themselves effectively? 

12 The initial research question was formulated as follows: How can Strategic Change processes in Non-
Governmental Organisations be most effectively and efficiently guided in order to enhance their strategic position? 
The search was for qualitative but prescriptive outputs “How can the effectiveness of change trajectories in NGDOs 
be increased” (related to both the content and the methodology of change trajectories). However, based on further 
exploration of literature and feedback from colleagues, it was confirmed that there is a lack of substantive theory and 
empirical data on strategic change and renewal processes with Southern NGDOs. In consequence, the central 
question has been reframed. 
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Organising aspects influence an NGDO’s performance, reputation and in the end, its 

position.

3. Position: How are the design, implementation and success of these change processes being 

influenced by the position within the stakeholding networks in which an NGDO functions, 

and vice versa? 

An NGDO is conceived here as an agency that is both internally and externally organised as 

a network (Watkins and Cooperrider 2000).  Hence, change and change management is 

hypothesised to take place as an interactive process within the network. 

Based on the theoretical sources and choices laid out here, the methodological principles 

and process will be explained in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 3  

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 

Chapter 3 presents first the methodological sources from which the study has drawn (3.1), 

followed by a reflection on their use (3.2). The chapter closes with an explanation of the applied 

methodology, and the different steps and key elements of the research method (section 3.3). 

3.1 The sources: Grounded Theory, Appreciative Inquiry, Fourth Generation 
Evaluation and others 

3.1.1  Justification for the choice of a combination of methods 

While the research questions delimited the selection of the research methodology13, the 

actual choice was guided by the researcher’s beliefs and viewpoints. One such belief was that 

much has been written about and much less has been voiced by (or heard from) southern 

NGDOs. Another was the belief in the need to go beyond good/bad categories of knowledge, so 

often adopted in International Development Co-operation. A related conviction was that there is 

no ‘absolute’ answer to the question of what strategic position meant and how it could be 

enhanced. Instead, as ultimately an organisation is embedded in its context, the research was 

to concentrate on inter-organisational boundaries and work with multiple realities as described 

by different actors. Whereas a great number of studies (Fowler 1997; Smillie and Hailey 2001) 

focus on what can make or has made the organisation a success story or an effective 

development organisation, in this study the lens is processual and the centre of attention is on 

what can be learned from how things are done. The emphasis therefore was not on judgements, 

13 Initially, three methodological phases were distinguished: literature survey of the research questions; 
systematisation and documentation of experiences obtained by organisations that have gone through strategic 
renewal processes; and experimentation with strategic change processes. Based on a growing understanding of the 
research topic, the focus shifted towards a less prescriptive and more dynamic action-oriented approach that is 
coherent with the researcher’s beliefs and viewpoints, and with the unfolding study process. 
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but on in-depth case studies in which shaping of mental constructions14 or concepts by different 

actors was to have a central place. In consequence, the researcher is required to adopt “a 

discovery rather than a verification posture” (Guba and Lincoln 1989: 59) and use the miracle of 

innovation (Cooperrider and Dutton 1999) as a guiding research metaphor, rather than a 

problem- or deficiency-focused orientation.  

With the unit of analysis being a strategic change process embedded in its context, the 

choice was therefore for a combination of research methodologies that enabled open-

mindedness and flexibility, and created space for multiple voices. Hence, the study drew from 

three approaches that share key methodological and theoretical principles (section 3.1.2). The 

most important of these is that cognitive problems are dealt with by locating at the centre of the 

research the definitions of situations by actors, their perception and interpretation of reality. The 

study admits and stresses the specificity of knowledge and experience within a context, time 

and locality. Furthermore, it holds that theory and practice are not strictly separated, but that 

theory has the potential to raise fundamental questions fostering reconsideration of that which is 

taken for granted and thereby to furnish new alternatives for social actions (Gergen 1978. In: 

Cooperrider and Srivastva 1987). Also, that the research focus and design are being articulated 

in an evolving way, contrary to the general positivist sequence of conceptualisation, design of 

theoretical framework, data collection, analysis and reporting. 

3.1.2 Description of the methodological sources 

As mentioned earlier, the study draws on three methodological sources. The first is the 

Grounded Theory first laid out by Glaser and Strauss (1967. In: Wester 1991) and further 

elaborated by Strauss and Corbin (1998). In view of the lack of empirical data and ready-at-

hand theories, the research aimed at formulating and answering ontological questions. Rather 

than testing theories, the emphasis was on building theory. That is: theory construction based 

on a systematic step-by-step collection and analysis of research data, in which the insights of 

the researcher are developed into a systematic theory that fits the empirical field. Although an 

open mind is a basic requirement to grounded theory, a researcher cannot limit her/himself to 

the inner space perspective of the actors. Theorising is a central action in the view of Strauss 

and Corbin (1998), that is, the data obtained have to be ordered conceptually and formulated 

14 In Guba and Lincoln’s view (1989: 143) constructions “are literally created realities which do not exist outside of 
the persons who create and hold them. They consist of certain available information configured into some 
integrated, systematic, sense-making formulation”. 



 32 

into a logical, systematic and explanatory scheme. Theory then becomes “a set of well-

developed categories that are systematically interrelated through statements of relationship to 

form a theoretical framework that explains some relevant social, psychological, educational, or 

other phenomenon. The statements of relationship explain who, what, when, where, why, how 

and with what consequences an event occurs” (Strauss and Corbin 1998: 22). Four general 

phases can be distinguished in the process of theory development: exploration (open 

identification of sensitising concepts), specification (further development of the indicators, 

dimensions, and categories of concepts), reduction (determination of the central concepts and 

their interrelationships), and integration (elaboration of the theory). There are three research 

actions that form a spiralling research cycle: reflection on research questions and results of 

analysis  collection of data  analysis of data  reflection….. Research questions and concepts 

are being continually developed under a rigorous systematic control. Because of the way in 

which grounded theories have been developed, they are likely to offer insight, enhance 

understanding, and provide a meaningful guide to action. Generalisation of insights requires a 

thorough understanding of the particularities of context in which the insights have been 

generated.

A second research methodology is the Appreciative Inquiry15 (Cooperrider and Srivastva 

1987; Cooperrider and Dutton 1999). Going beyond the traditional action-research with a 

problem-oriented view of organising, Appreciative Inquiry seeks to answer “To what extent does 

this theory present provocative new possibilities for social action, and to what extent does it 

stimulate normative dialogue about how we can and should organise ourselves?” The emphasis 

therefore is not on problem identification and solving, but on discovering, understanding and 

fostering social innovation. Theory thus will play the role of an enabling agent of social 

transformation.

15 Appreciative inquiry is based on four principles (Cooperrider and Srivastva 1987):  
1. Research into the social innovation potential of organisational life should begin with appreciation (‘what is’); 
2. Research should be applicable: it should generate theoretical knowledge that can be used, applied, and thereby 

validated in action;  
3. Research into the social potential of organisational life should be provocative (‘what might’, i.e., serve to 

heighten the total potential of an organisation; 
4. Research should be collaborative. 
The original form of appreciative inquiry involved a so-called 4-D cycle (Cooperrider and Whitney 1999). The first 
D stands for Discovery and comprises a systemic or system-wide inquiry into the positive change core. The second 
is Dream during which the organisation’s greatest potential for positive influence and impact is imagined. In Design, 
an organisation is crafted in which positive change forces are incorporated in strategies, processes, systems etc. 
Finally, during Destiny action is invited, but maintaining momentum for change and long-term sustainability is seen 
as equally important as implementation itself. Cooperrider (In: Jones 2000) stresses that appreciative inquiry is not a 
technology, hence that there is no one correct way to conduct appreciative inquiry. 



 33 

Based on the principles of Appreciative Inquiry, Watkins and Cooperrider (2000) have 

created the Organisational Inquiry Model to understand Global Social Change Organisations 

(GSCO). GSCOs are described as non-profit organisations, founded on hope and values, 

whose goal is to improve the quality of life around the globe, and which are organised around 

the principles of service and social transformation. Leaving behind organisational diagnosis that 

searches for shortcomings, the Organisational Inquiry Model focuses on the successes and the 

life-giving forces that support the work and the people as a basis to inquire into current 

organisational reality and to plan its future. A second rationale provided by the authors is that 

the ambiguous, highly changeable and dynamic environment of GSCOs does not allow time to 

fix problems. Instead organisations are assumed to maintain forward motion by building on core 

commitments and beliefs, and assuring a creative and generative environment.  

Schematically, the Organisational Inquiry Model consists of three circles, each representing a 

fundamental assumption of the model. The first circle represents the life-giving story of the 

GSCO which is assumed to be made up by its central organising principles: the envisaged 

ultimate impact of its work, the shared core values, and a common mission. Dialogue to 

continually create meaning of their work is therefore seen as the first and fundamental task of 

every GSCO. 

The second circle represents the assumption that GSCOs are networks of both internal and 

external stakeholders who gather around the desired impact, values and mission of social 

transformation. Watkins and Cooperrider (2000) state that each organisation will have a unique 

set of actors in this second circle. The third circle is formed by the assumption that there are key 

areas for inquiry in the ways the organisation organises its work such as governance, structure, 

and environment.16 Inquiring into such key areas will enable groups to discover the life-giving 

forces and generative spirit of their organisation. For each element or area in the core circle, the 

network circle and the work-organisation circle, guiding questions are formulated around: 

 Appreciative understanding of the organisation (strengths, competencies and life-giving 

forces);

 Bench-marking understanding of other organisations (best practices of other organisations 

for learning and exchange); and  

 Creation of “Possibility Propositions” to change the organisation’s future (sense-making of 

collected information in search of an image of the current reality that will serve as a 

springboard to creating an image of the organisation’s future). 

16 It is expected that the two models of strategic change management by Tichy (1983) and Pettigrew et al. (1992)  
contribute specifically to developing this ring 
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The assumption was that the Organisational Inquiry Model for Global Social Change 

Organisations could guide the development and structuring of lines of questions that are 

consistent with an action-oriented research design and grounded approach. Furthermore, it was 

expected that it could create the positive energy needed to facilitate the emergence of learning 

networks.

The third approach is Responsive Evaluation17, in particular the methodology of Fourth 

Generation Evaluation. Responsive evaluation as defined by Stake (1975. In: Abma 1996: 62) 

refers to a “method in which the evaluation design evolves based on the issues emerging in a 

natural setting”. Fourth Generation Evaluation is a “form of evaluation in which the claims, 

concerns, and issues of stakeholders serve as organisational foci” (Guba and Lincoln 1989: 50). 

The utilisation of stakeholder inputs as foci for organising an evaluation forces a degree of 

open-endedness well beyond that usually contemplated in an evaluation. Claims, concerns, and 

issues arise out of the particular constructions that a stakeholder group has formulated, and 

reflect their particular circumstances, experiences and values. At the same time, it forces 

stakeholders to confront, and deal with constructions of other groups. Twelve steps are involved 

which are not necessarily sequential: 

1. Initiating a contract with the client or sponsor commissioning the evaluation 

2. Organising the evaluation: select and train team of evaluators, make (logistical) 

arrangements 

3. Identifying stakeholders: agents, beneficiaries and victims, formalise agreements 

4. Developing joint constructions within the stakeholder group specifically focussing on claims, 

concerns and issues. Shape the emerging joint construction and check credibility 

5. Testing and enlarging within-group constructions by introducing new or additional 

information and enabling group members to achieve higher levels of sophistication in 

dealing with such information 

6. Sorting out resolved claims, concerns and issues: those on which consensus has been 

achieved, to be set aside as case report components  

17 According to Abma (1996) responsiveness is achieved by using complementing and mutually reinforcing 
strategies of which the most noteworthy are: 

Evaluation takes place in a certain setting and context which has to be ‘natural’ as against a controlled 
laboratory situation;  
Holistic understanding of phenomena as complex, temporally, socio-culturally and geographically specific;  
Focus and design are being gradually articulated; related ‘Snowball’ sampling of cases (Guba and Lincoln, 
1985. In Abma, 1996: 90) based on gradually deepening insights; 
Researcher-as-instrument and use of primarily qualitative methods of data collection; 
Honouring plurality of perspectives and tacit knowledge;  
Use of ‘grounded concepts’ and inductive rather than deductive method of analysis. 
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7. Prioritising unresolved claims, concerns and issues, and check credibility of issues on which 

consensus has been achieved 

8. Collecting information bearing on unresolved claims, concerns and issues 

9. Preparing an agenda for negotiation, elucidate competing constructions 

10. Carrying out a negotiation with a ‘representative’ circle, check credibility of issues on which 

consensus has been achieved and determine action 

11. Reporting via the case study-joint construction as product18

12. Recycling of the entire process 

The principles of Responsive evaluation and particularly the methodology of Fourth 

Generation Evaluation were expected to offer concrete guidelines to phase the research, and 

facilitate the building in of mechanisms  e.g. member-checks or platforms of stakeholders 

that contribute to the emergence and strengthening of learning communities. The iterative 

character of the methodology was expected to enable complementing these mechanisms by 

feed-back of deepening insights to each of the actors involved. 

In summary, the combination of the chosen methodologies demanded and supported a from-

within position and perspective of the researcher. Following an open-minded research design, 

the initial research questions were to have an exploratory character, and a logic of lines of 

questions was expected to be built up based on adjustments in conceptual and methodological 

thinking and strengthened understanding, probing more deeply into issues emerging from 

earlier parts of the research.  

The next section presents a reflection of the methodological sources and their combined use. 

3.2 Reflection on methods used 

The chosen combination of methodological principles supported the choices regarding the 

research19. It provided and stimulated an openness to explore and inquire into perceptions from 

18 As generally the case with responsive evaluation, Fourth Generation Evaluation strongly favours case studies 
because these “allow the clarification of the meaning and interpretations to be made of the facts and allow the 
readers to walk in the shoes of the local actors” (Guba and Lincoln 1989: 223). However, as Guba and Lincoln state 
“it would be silly to suppose that the evaluator has no a priori knowledge and opinions….”. His or her 
“constructions” or created realities are introduced as one of the five sources of information that legitimately bear on 
existing constructions. 
19 See section 2.4.1 (Delimitation of the research: choices). 
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a range of actors. Additionally, a major advantage of using a combination of methodological 

approaches was the reflection it forced upon the researcher: during the whole research journey, 

there was a need to think and rethink what was most suitable during the next step in the 

research process given earlier effects and conditions.  

The most important lessons learnt are presented in the following sections. 

Time and other resource limitations 

In practice, it proved impossible to apply a strictly systematic approach to theorising as 

indicated in Grounded Theory. Such approach was not feasible because of the limited 

availability of time and other resources, and the logistics required by a step-wise approach to 

theorising. The combination of selected methodologies turned out to be demanding in terms of 

time and human resources. Widening participation as suggested by Appreciative Inquiry is an 

organisational burden: staff members to be trained as interviewers may have to travel long 

distances; the same applies for the interviewing process, during which interviews have to be 

held in a concentrated period of time as much as possible. Furthermore, in the case of 

MYRADA, great efforts had to be invested in logistics and translation20. For any southern NGDO 

mostly dependent on project funding, the reality is that it is impossible to stop ongoing activities 

in order to undertake any kind of study.  Furthermore, because of a dependency on project 

funding, often there is very little room to invest in organisation-wide interests such as this study. 

Budgets for staff and other resources are tight and linked to planned project activities. In fact, 

the first case study was undertaken in a relatively luxurious situation. A special fund was 

available from which a number of extras could be paid – an external consultant, training 

sessions for interviewers, secretarial help, etc. Also, comparatively, MYRADA has a strong 

resource base, a well-organised back-up system with logistical, secretarial and administrative 

support, and experienced staff trained in Appreciative Inquiry principles and techniques. Even 

so, it proved difficult to undertake the study parallel to ongoing activities. For example, 

interviewing sometimes meant a day’s travel or more for the interviewer, and where needed, a 

note-taker or translator or both.  

The complex interview process as suggested by Fourth Generation Evaluation in which, for 

example, the selection of an interviewee depends on earlier interviews, is even more 

20 MYRADA works in three states in southern India where different languages are spoken. This is not an uncommon 
situation in a country like India. 
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cumbersome in a country like India. A high-ranking government official is not willing to be 

summoned on a day’s notice, especially not when he or she is aware that the interview comes 

after interviewing a person perceived to be lower placed. People in the field may migrate, or are 

simply too busy in the rainy season. Van de Graaf (2006) also describes a number of practical 

problems related to planning, such as budgeting a Fourth Generation interviewing process while 

the numbers of interviewees is not determined. 

Thoughts on Stakeholders 

The Organisational Inquiry Model to understand Global Social Change Organisations 

assumes that NGOs are networks of internal and external stakeholders. In a case like MYRADA 

(and other development NGOs) the situation can be quite complex. MYRADA consists of 

eighteen decentralised and relatively autonomous projects and one head office. Each location 

may have a different circle of stakeholders and while the mission is the same for all, the 

approaches, level at which the project works, sectors etc. can all differ. All this increased the 

demands already posed by the three methodological frameworks. Simply to collect the 

viewpoints of key categories of stakeholders would require an enormous amount of time and 

resources. Because of time constraints, accessibility etc. certain categories of stakeholders 

were relatively overrepresented, and others (especially external ones located at the national 

level or in less accessible areas) underrepresented or missing.  

In a country like India, differences between stakeholders can be enormous and rooted in a 

diverse range of well-established and non-transparent institutions. For example, it proves hard 

to have anything close to an equal participation in a heterogeneous stakeholder workshop as 

proposed by Fourth Generation evaluation in a discussion about a topic that does not relate 

directly to people’s experiences or knowledge. This is aggravated when using translators, as 

this further increases the threshold to participate  especially for those already hesitant to speak 

in public meetings, notably poorer sections, women, etc. Another complication is the scarcity of 

resources and difficult conditions compared with industrialised countries. This restrains 

participation of external stakeholders in events of which the benefit is not direct or tangible. Who 

can afford to pay for bus fare to participate in a workshop, and worse, to lose the day’s wage? 

What happens if the researcher compensates the wage labourer and not the government 

official? Such questions emerged continually during the field period. Investments (in terms of 

time and other resources) by the stakeholder and the case organisation are high: spending a 
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day for a workshop is a luxury which few can afford. There has to be a carefully thought-out 

balance between usefulness of participation for the stakeholder and their potential contribution 

in stakeholder workshops. This direct conflict with the methodology of especially Fourth 

Generation evaluation may be resulting in poorer outcomes.  

Some specific comments on Grounded Theory principles

In a (tangible) result- and action-oriented culture that dominates in most development NGOs, 

participation as favoured by Appreciative Inquiry clashes with the detail and rigour required by 

Grounded Theory. The latter requires a degree of critical inquiry21 which participating 

interviewers and interviewees are rarely interested in. Also, especially in an organisation like 

MYRADA with a strong family feeling and unifying organisational culture, it can be hard for a 

staff member not to accept at face value certain statements and to question shared 

assumptions or to inquire about shared stories.  These complications were resolved by 

combining different interviewing channels: by ‘normal’ MYRADA staff, members of the core 

group formed for the study, external interviewers, and by the researcher. 

Notwithstanding the problems, Grounded Theory guided the data collection. However, the 

sharedness – and enthusiasm – that was created during data collection largely as a result of the 

appreciative interviewing, could not be maintained during analysis of the data and reflection. To 

maintain scientific rigour, these were mostly undertaken by the researcher which placed an 

extra obligation on her to continuously make steps explicit and communicate meticulously and 

conscientiously in order to achieve a joint learning process.22

Some specific comments on Appreciative Inquiry 

With regard to the use of Appreciative Inquiry, it should be noted that first, appreciative 

inquiry has mainly been used for Human Resources-related issues (Bushe 2000). Second, the 

Organisational Inquiry Model for Global Social Change Organisations has been developed 

particularly for US-based international development agencies (Cooperrider and Watkins 2000).  

In consequence, some words of caution are necessary.  Appreciative Inquiry is clearly 

developed in and for an American or Western setting. An interview question such as “without 

21 See for example Strauss and Corbin 1998. 
22 E.g. separate reports were made by the researcher for the case organisations and for the research. Interaction and 
sharing took place during a number of workshops and other interaction moments.  
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being humble, describe your best contribution” may clash with values appreciated in other 

cultures where, for example, collective achievements are placed above individual successes.  

The focus of the organisational inquiry model is on the successes and the life-giving forces 

that support the work and the people as a basis to inquire into current organisational reality and 

to plan its future. In this way, it orients or in a worse case, interferes with a spontaneous 

narrative of interviewees and hence with the requirements of responsive evaluation methods. 

For an organisation like MYRADA, where a feeling of belonging to the ‘select few’ sets the tone, 

it tends to reinforce the “we are (one of) the best” mantra and risks reducing space for divergent 

voices.  

Benchmarking understanding of other organisations as recommended by Appreciative 

Inquiry (3.1.2) may be too confrontational for an organisation. Presenting discoveries from other 

organisations has been taken as an indication of own failing. However, at the same time, it 

should be noticed that using Appreciative Inquiry can make an organisational evaluation less 

threatening. This is an important advantage since NGDOs are not used to actively study their 

own organisation and to bring results into the open for discussion among peers. Therefore, a 

careful balancing and flexibility are required to increase or tone down the use of Appreciative 

Inquiry principles.

While appreciative inquiry stimulates the interviewing by insiders themselves as a 

contribution to the creation of a positive and mobilising dynamism, it should be acknowledged 

that staff of NGOs move in a political force-field. It can be hard for staff members to interview 

certain external stakeholders. In the case of MYRADA, it worked well to have a core study team 

consisting of MYRADA staff and outsiders who could step in when a neutral person was 

needed. This was not possible in the case of the other organisations studied. Other problems 

with interviewing by insiders are, among others, that it requires resources to train interviewers, 

and that staff may not be able to spare the time. 

……  and on Responsive Evaluation 

It proved very difficult and complex to comply with the methodological principles of Fourth 

Generation evaluation. Practical considerations turned out to be the lesser of headaches. Abma 

(1996) formulated a number of points for attention or concern with regard to the methodology of 

Fourth generation evaluation, of which the most important are: 
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 The use of formal, representative mechanisms for debate and negotiation favour those who 

are used to and versed in managing these. Furthermore, debate emphasises competitive 

aspects and certain communication skills; 

 ‘Victims’  one of the three categories of stakeholders used by Guba and Lincoln (1989) 

marks those who are excluded and marginalised as passive and ignores differential 

processes of oppression and marginalisation;  

 The attempts to “improve” incomplete or inconsistent constructions, to achieve a higher level 

of synthesis, etc. give the impression that some constructions are better than others; 

 Differences in perceptions tend to be overlooked or ignored if the objective is to achieve 

consensus about resolved and unresolved issues.  

Van de Graaf (2006) points out the requirement of like-mindedness among stakeholders to 

reach consensus. He also puts forward two other conditions for successful use of Fourth 

Generation Evaluation: that the issues at stake should be well-defined and not too complex; and 

that it should be easy to gain a view of the stake-holding groups or individuals. 

In this research, all case organisations related with a range of stakeholders, some of which 

were antagonistic to each other to a violent degree. They furthermore could change over time, 

or by level or by issue at hand. Social, political, economic and cultural differences among 

stakeholders were sometimes immense. Additionally, the issues under research themselves 

were not well-defined and turned out to be multi-dimensional. Hence, none of the conditions 

could be fulfilled. Together with the practical problems, these points proved sufficient ground to 

withdraw from using Fourth Generation Evaluation as a methodology in the second case study. 

What was maintained from Fourth Generation Evaluation principles were the member-checks of 

data collected, the iterative character of research (reinforced by Grounded Theory principles) 

and to the extent possible, the interactive platforms. Also, rather than insisting on consensus or 

representativeness of any kind including statistical, the study followed trails.  Finally, emerging 

issues were clustered into shared issues which were put forward for validation, and issues for 

further probing in individual and group sessions, In the end, these Fourth Generation principles 

contributed to inquiring further and deepening shared understanding. The emphasis on 

ontological questions especially in the probing interviews helped to reinforce this, and counter-

acted a tendency of throwing up concepts often noticed in workshops23.

23 This is called “Talleritis” (workshopitis) in Peru, where the researcher worked for a number of years. Experienced 
participants are well versed in making bullet-point contributions that reflect the hypes and socially-accepted answers 
of the moment  
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The next section presents the key elements of the research process as it unfolded over time. 

3.3  Application of research methodologies  

3.3.1  Selection of case studies 

Two cases were selected, one (Prayas) of which turned out to consist basically of three 

different organisations. The cases were selected for a number of reasons, some of which apply 

to both and others to one case only. The selection criteria that applied to both cases were: 

 The focus was on organisations which were thought to offer insights rather than attempting to 

identify cases that were representative for the NGDO sector. It was expected that relative 

‘high-fliers’ would offer easily detectable effects (Biekart 1999) and hence present important 

lessons. In their study of South Asian NGOs, Smillie and Hailey (2001) defined successful 

organisations as having survived at least one decade, and being sizeable, not only in terms 

of organisational growth, but also in scale of impact. These two broad criteria have been 

applied in this study as well. From the outset, it should be clear that these are not necessarily 

average cases and extrapolation or theoretical generalisation will have to be done with care;  

 Both cases were tackling major strategic issues related to the changing development 

context. MYRADA was chosen as it was seen to address and deal with, among others, 

changing developmental costs and benefits. The choice of Prayas was based on the 

perception of it belonging to a new generation of NGDOs responding to new challenges with 

innovative strategies24;

 In both organisations, high strategic change processes are taking place, thus facilitating an 

analysis;

 All NGDOs selected were intermediary organisations that receive foreign funding from 

multiple donor agencies.  

After finalising the first case study of MYRADA, Prayas was chosen because it was 

perceived to be more explicitly active in a globalising context, which would facilitate identifying 

possible contrasts with the first case organisation. 

24 See Novib 1998 ; Joshi and Datar 2002; and Davala and Reddy 2003. 
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3.3.2 The research spiral 

The three methodological sources were used in all case studies. However, the emphasis, 

content-wise and methodologically, shifted as the study evolved. Content-wise, the research 

moved twice through the four stages of Grounded Theory, narrowing its focus in the second 

spiral on issues of sense-making, changing, learning and choice-making that had emerged in 

the previous stages. Figure 3.3.2 presents the research spirals with the different steps. 

Methodologically, two changes can be distinguished. Firstly, Fourth Generation Evaluation 

principles were largely abandoned during the second spiral, partly based on the experiences 

with the first case study and partly based on the complex situation of the Prayas groups25.

Consensus on claims, concerns and issues, joint construction of case-study, negotiation of an 

agenda and so on, were considered to be non-viable guiding methodological principles in a 

situation with, for example, powerful adversaries. Similarly, the use of the methodology of 

Appreciative Inquiry was limited as their logistical demands could not be fulfilled (time 

requirements, team of interviewers, etc.). Nevertheless, Appreciative Inquiry principles did guide 

the interview sessions and the design of the workshops during the second cycle of Grounded 

Theory, e.g. by moving from Discoveries to Dream.  

Secondly, initial interview protocols were more wide-ranging for both internal and external 

stakeholders26, but, interviews were mostly limited to the semi-structured interview protocol. In 

later stages, the protocols were more focused, but the interview sessions were more open, and 

unstructured, allowing the researcher to probe further and explore an issue more broadly and in 

more detail. 

Figure 3.3.2 represents a simplification of the research process. Steps and processes are not 

clear-cut or strictly sequential. For example, during data collection, a researcher also analyses 

and reflects. Interviews build upon earlier ones, and information obtained in one session is 

cross-checked in another.  

25 Some more general principles were used, e.g. identifying stakeholders (section 3.1.2: the third step in Fourth 
Generation Evaluation), testing and enlarging within-group constructions (the fifth step). 
26 One question was for example: What is it that you like about working with MYRADA? 
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Figure 3.3.2: Research spiral and steps

Phases of  

Grounded 

Theory
Case I  MYRADA 

Exploration I Phase I – Terms of Reference, study team, interviews (generative 

and focused), project- and organisation-level workshops 

- Focus on exploration concepts of strategic change, position, perceptions 

of stakeholders  

- Explore effects of combination of methodological sources

Specification I Phase II – focused interviews and workshop MYRADA – 1 
- Focus on: strategic change, Position, context and sense-

making/picking up signals 

- Development of Changing, emergence of mode of changing, pace 

and continuous/discontinuous change 

- Emergence of Sense-making, Learning and Choice-making 

- Explore leadership, decision-making, what happens with modes of 

changing, levels, decentralisation, position-relevance-credibility-

cutting edge, modes of learning (improve, innovation, links)

Reduction I Researcher 

- Delimitation of Changing, , Positioning and Organising 

- Context and Sense-making instead of Globalisation  

- Learning and Choice-making as new central concepts

Integration I Researcher27

Feedback and discussion MYRADA-level workshop 2 
- (Re) construction of Sense-making Changing, Positioning, 

Organising, Learning and Choice-making, and their inter-relationships 

- Putting together pieces of choice-making model: dilemmas

Case II  PRAYAS (three Prayas groups): delimited to issues of 

Changing, Learning, Sense- and Choice-making 

 Exploration II Terms of Reference, interviews Prayas – 1  
- Focus on Changing, Learning, Sense- and Choice-making28

 Specification II Interviews Prayas -2 
- Further development of Changing, Learning, Sense- and Choice-making 

27 See Chapter 7 
28 The interviews centered on sense-making, changing, choice-making and learning, and obtaining as much details 
as possible about process aspects such as perspectives, motivations, dilemmas encountered, contributions, triggers 
and excitements.   
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including descriptors of choice-making as central concepts

 Reduction II Researcher 

Feedback Workshops per group and Prayas – 1 
- Preliminary Discoveries Sense-making,  Changing, Learning and Choice-making 

including descriptors

 Integration II Researcher 

Feedback and discussion Workshop MYRADA –  329

Feedback and discussion Workshop Prayas –  2 
- Bringing cases together 

- Discoveries Changing, Learning, Sense- and Choice-Making, further 

refinement model 

- Polishing Choice-making model, couplings, shapes, and use of Choice-making 

model for future of the organisation

Researcher write-up and embedding30:
- Models for organisational learning, link with organisation model for achieving 

change 

3.3.3 Key elements of the research method used 

The research journey started with three initial perspectives, i.e. globalisation, strategic 

change and position. Through interactions in the field and different feedback and learning loops, 

these were changed and expanded into four interlinked areas of sense-making; changing, i.e. 

organising and positioning; learning; and choice-making. The main interaction, feedback and 

learning loops have been through multiple case studies. These can be divided into one first-

stage case and three second-stage case organisations based on the two research spirals of 

grounded theory used in this study. The study of the second-stage cases elaborated further on 

the issues of sense-making, changing, learning and choice-making that had emerged from the 

first-stage case. In their own way, the case organisations are all ‘high-fliers’. 

One important characteristic of the study methodology is its grounded naturalistic31 and 

appreciative approach. Therefore, it is not concerned with success-failure type of results, but 

aims at learning through an open-minded analysis. To the extent possible, this has been 

29 These centered around own and other organisations’ Discoveries on Changing , Learning and Choice-making; and 
own Dreams, Upcoming contextual trends – critical insecurities (concepts used in Scenario Planning), and Choice-
making in relation to  trends. 
30 See Chapter 9.4-6 
31 A naturalistic approach studies a group in its natural setting. It is based on the naturalistic paradigm which 
assumes multiple realities, subject-object interrelatedness, and contextuality (Lincoln and Guba 1985).  
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through an interactive, joint learning process. Neither a grounded naturalistic inquiry nor a joint 

learning process would have been possible without a minimum level of trust and confidence 

between the researcher and the case organisations. Furthermore, to make interactive learning 

possible, opportunities for interaction and collective feedback were created at different moments 

in the research process.  Additionally, specific tailor-made products were elaborated for each 

case organisation, such as terms of reference, discussion notes and work sheets. The creation 

of various interaction moments32 along the research journey built up a parallel learning spiral, in 

which “reflection on reflection-in-action” (Schön 1983. In: Boonstra 2004a) was made possible.   

Certain key methodological and working principles for interaction and reflection have 

supported the learning process. These were made explicit in the several Terms of Reference 

and operationalised through initial interactions. The most important of these principles are:  

1. The research aimed at learning through analysis, first to identify discoveries, and second, by 

moving to the future and reflecting on reflection-in-action, to put forward action elements. In 

this sense, by stimulating interplay between the theory-in-creation and practice, the research 

shared aspects of Action Research (Gustavsen 2001)33.

2. The process allowed for constant adjustments following growing understanding and 

capacities, and as such was as important as the outcomes.  

3. Data gathering, analysis and presentation did not emphasize consensus building but was 

aimed at enriching understanding by building on and allowing for diversity. Instead of 

representativeness, analysis and presentation aimed at highlighting the range of issues, 

statements and ideas that could contribute to a deeper reflection. Nevertheless, all data and 

results of analysis have gone through various rounds of feedback. 

4. To the extent possible, active participation of staff members and the widest possible sharing 

within the organisation were encouraged to ensure ownership of the process.  

After the presentation of the theoretical (Chapter 2) and methodological (chapter 3.1) points 

of departure, and critical reflection on the methods actually used (3.2 and 3) the focus now 

moves to the field. Chapter 4 describes the research context and the field, after which the first 

case study is presented in chapter 5.  

32 With MYRADA, the process of elaborating the Terms of Reference took many exchanges and a number of visits 
during more than a year. The organisation was thereafter visited on five occasions spanning a period of five years, 
with numerous and sometimes intensive exchanges in between. With Prayas, the process was similar, but more 
condensed. The elaboration of the Terms of Reference again covered almost a year. Two visits were made in 2005, 
each visit consisting of various occasions for interaction. Both organisations were known to the researcher since 
1997.  
33 What is reported here, are the descriptive case studies. The action research elements in support of (ongoing) 
change processes are not reflected in this dissertation. 
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Chapter 4 

RESEARCH CONTEXT AND FIELD DESCRIPTION 

Chapter 4 presents a general description of the research context. Whole libraries are filled 

with publications about India, its intriguing history, the complexities and challenges of 

development in India, the myriad development actors including Indian voluntary organisations 

and their extensive experience base. Any effort to describe a country as complex as India is 

bound to be either limited and patchy, or superficial. Keeping these shortcomings in mind, this 

chapter is set up to provide the reader with a short introduction to a number of aspects. The 

choice of these aspects has been guided by the questions: what are the peculiarities of the 

Indian context, and what makes it potentially complex or volatile? As a result, four areas will be 

dealt with in the next sections. The first section provides a brief and limited overview of poverty 

and development issues in India. The second section presents some insights into Government 

and governance in India. The third section gives a short introduction to the peculiarities of 

processes of liberalisation, privatisation and globalisation in India. The fourth and final section 

introduces the reader to the sector of NGDOs. After a short presentation of its history and other 

civil society actors, some key issues currently confronting Indian NGDOs are described. 

4.1 The research context: complexities of poverty and development in India 

Some complex notions

Larger than the European Union, India in itself is a continent, with a size of about 3.3 million 

square km and a population of just over a billion34. Although it is largely Hindu (82%), there are 

large minorities of Muslims (12%), Christians (2%), Sikhs (2%) and Buddhist (1%). Scheduled 

Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST)35 account for respectively 16 and 8 percent of the total 

34 2001 Census of India, www.censusindia.net consulted April 2006. 
35 SC: Scheduled castes, a group earlier called the untouchables or harijans and nowadays generally named dalits. 
ST: Scheduled tribes, Girijans or Adivasis, are tribal groups, generally considered the indigenous peoples of India 
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population. These terms themselves are mired in historical and other confusions as, for 

example, religious concepts have taken on political significance. 

An important notion that complicates any analysis of poverty and development in India is 

caste and the alterations that are taking place over time. Shürmer-Smith (2000: 116) repeats 

earlier authors in her statement that: “there is no such thing as the caste system”, but “caste is a 

loose collection of practices, rules, ideas,  relationships, beliefs and prejudices which forms 

around hereditary groups of corporate communities together with a recognition of inequality of 

rights”. She underlines that as these powerful social groups are manifestations of contemporary 

modes of inequality of power, status and wealth, there is no reason to assume that globalisation 

is intrinsically liable to erode caste. In her view, caste will take new configurations that 

incorporate socio-economic and political changes – exemplified in the next section – 

complicating emancipating development approaches. People outside this system are the 

Scheduled Castes or Dalits and the Scheduled Tribes or Adivasis.  

Shürmer-Smith (2000) notes furthermore, that although caste concerns Hindu concepts and 

beliefs, their principles interact in the (re)negotiation of positions in social hierarchies of non-

Hindu sections of society. A next confusion about caste came in 1992, when the reservation 

practices36 and special development schemes for SCs and STs were extended to a new 

category of Other Backward Classes (OBCs). The reserved categories together would cover 

about 50 percent of all places available. In theory, OBCs consisted of communities which 

traditionally had performed low-status and badly remunerated work. Unfortunately, the 

designation of OBC happens more often on the basis of the political influence of a group, than 

on its level of distress.37 In consequence, caste has become an important political consideration. 

Rather than SCs or STs, it is the elite of the OBCs that has been grasping opportunities in the 

shifting times and, for example, have taken hold of government positions.  

Awasthy (2003) states that the democratic process has led to the politicisation of caste and 

the other way around. That is to say, as the political parties mobilise the caste system in their 

bid for power, castes become politicised. On the other hand, the caste is being organised to 

capture political power in order to obtain material benefits. The same applies to religious 

factions. Awasthy sees these as disastrous trends as the emphasis is on obtaining quick results 

without much eye for longer-term issues or integrative aspects.  

36 A measure written into the Indian Constitution to set aside a proportion of government jobs, seats, and educational 
places for members of SCs and STs. 
37 For example, in election times, the category of OBCs has been interpreted “generously” to gain support (Shürmer-
Smith 2000) 
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Further complications in understanding poverty and development are the application of class 

to the Indian situation, the interaction between caste and class or any other socio-economic 

categorisation, and the shifts that are currently taking place. These complications cannot be 

caught by simply stating that an upper caste person may very well be extremely poor. They are 

exemplified here by highlighting the categories of urban upper and middle class as distinguished 

by Shürmer-Smith (2000) and shifts that have taken place. The reason for selecting these 

categories instead of less well-to-do sections is to go beyond a ‘poor-getting-poorer’ type of 

analysis and describe some less obvious societal metamorphoses, which influence any 

development process.  

Rather than employment-based class distinctions, socio-economic indicators that are usually 

being applied in India stress the distinction between above and below the poverty line (BPL)38

and the distinction between urban and rural. Expanding on these indicators with especially 

consumer practices, Shürmer-Smith firstly identifies the affluent urbanites. This is a socio-

economic category full of contrasts where cosmopolitanism intertwines with social 

consciousness, and the preference for western symbols of status and obtuse forms of 

consumerism is mixed with admiration, for example, for classical Indian music and serious 

cinema. Apart from the emergence of certain booming industrial and commercial elites who 

have profited the most from liberalisation and who increasingly are shifting towards “an 

hedonistic unconcern with the other India” (Vanaik 1990. In: Shürmer-Smith 2000: 44), another 

shift is the rise of a new service class. Brahmins traditionally specialised in religious activities. 

With British rule, many moved to administration, academia, etc, and after Independence 

colonised Government service. Social status and prestige tended to be derived from 

Government employment. However, as the New Economic Policy (see section 4.3) gains 

ground, the state bureaucracy ceases to offer the more remunerative occupations. With the 

reservation policy increasingly felt to discriminate against them, the ‘elite’ Brahmins were 

attracted to new professions in finance, management, and information technology and other 

advanced industries. The changes taking place in this category are important, on the one hand, 

because they offer the dazzling show cases of liberalisation and globalisation policies. On the 

other hand, this category also contains the significant section of socially aware Indian elite. They 

were earlier employed in NGDOs, among others, but are now looking for new ways to work and 

live meaningfully under changing circumstances and values (see the case of the RELI group in 

section 8.2.3).  

A second category distinguished by Shürmer-Smith is the urban lower middle class. As the 

British administration recruited its functionaries by caste, existing caste categories were 

38 The BPL is defined as 2100 calories per day in urban and 2400 in rural areas 
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solidified in socio-economic terms. The urban lower middle class is said to be very much a 

British legacy. The 1991 New Economic Policy and subsequent actions are catapulting sections 

of the upper class into a world of new wealth. In contrast, this middle class which has a caste 

identity similar to the upper class, is hit by increasing absolute and relative poverty. It is 

threatened by a constant erosion of benefits and prospects and squeezed out of relatively 

secure governmental employment, because of the increasing privatisation of public sector 

services and the extension of reservation practices, among others, with substantial employment 

quotas for OBCs in government. The schism between their felt caste identity and the feelings of 

disillusion and insecurity results in a growing interest in right-wing organisations. 

Fundamentalism and communalism are rising, and violence forms a growing threat to already 

vulnerable sections of society.  

Another entanglement is the myriad actors involved in poverty alleviation and development. 

A major, multi-headed actor is the Government (see also section 4.2). It had set up an 

increasingly intricate system of schemes and programmes to attack various poverty-related 

issues, under the responsibility of a bewildering range of governmental and semi-governmental 

bodies at central and lower levels. Furthermore, the range and type of governmental efforts 

differed and differs from State to State. Since the 1990s, under the structural adjustment 

programme, there has been an encouragement of service provision through non-governmental 

organisations. There are large externally financed governmental schemes in which involvement 

of NGDOs has been made obligatory (section 4.4 on NGDOs). Besides this more recent 

phenomenon, NGDOs in various shapes have been undertaking charitable and other 

development activities. There is a baffling assortment of smaller and bigger actors, varying from 

organisations set up by bilateral donor agencies, on to temple and corporate charities. And 

lastly, since immemorial times, individual activists or leaders have been part of the development 

scenario. These persons are not to be ignored as they can exert significant influence, some 

even at the national level. 

Poverty and development 

Before pointing out some aspects of poverty in India, it is considered illustrative to put things 

in perspective with the following example. The World Development report of 1994 (In: Dreze 

and Sen 1995) estimates that there are 52 countries with a combined population of 1.685 
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million, where life expectancy at birth is below 60 years. India alone accounts for more than half 

of the combined population of these countries.  

Since Independence in 1947, poverty reduction has been a major goal of development policy 

in India under the various five-year plans. It was thought to be achievable through higher 

economic growth and public interventions (Radhakrishna and Ray 2005). The main 

governmental programmes focused on employment, public distribution system (food rationing), 

nutrition and social security. Only in 1980, redistribution of rural wealth was incorporated under 

the Sixth Plan. This plan also pulled together a number of initiatives under the Integrated Rural 

Development Programme. Despite this, there is nowadays a bewildering number of centrally- 

and state-funded government schemes and programmes.  

Notwithstanding these public initiatives, Dreze and Sen (1995) state that India has done 

worse in elementary education than even the average of the poorest countries in the world. 

They argue that in consequence, India’s success in reducing poverty has been less than could 

have been expected. India as a whole performed better than a number of worst-performing 

countries in terms of most development indicators. However, the worst performing districts in 

the three worst-performing Indian states rank the lowest in the world on, for example, infant 

mortality and adult female literacy rate. The huge regional variations within India depend on the 

cross-cutting influences of terrain (especially the agro-ecological zones), social groups, 

economic opportunities, and governmental actions. Hence, Dreze and Sen (1995) hold that 

although compared with sub-Saharan Africa, India has been relatively free of famine and armed 

conflicts, economic and social inequalities such as rampant gender inequalities, debt, endemic 

illiteracy, and malnutrition are more excruciating in India. 

According to more recent calculations of the post-reform period by Radhakrishna and Ray 

(2005), both the proportion of people below the poverty line and the intensity of poverty have 

declined over the years, although with sharp fluctuations over the years and between Indian 

states. The incidence of poverty is said to have declined from over 50 percent in the 1950s to 

less than 30 percent in the late 1990s (Dev and Mooij 2005). Nevertheless, Radhakrishna and 

Ray (2005: 40) report that “even with reduction in poverty level, absolute poverty in India, even 

in income terms, remains unacceptably large”.39 The spatial map and social base of poverty 

have significantly changed over time, as increasingly6 poverty is becoming concentrated in a 

number of geographical locations and among specific social groups. It was and remains 

disproportionately high among scheduled castes and scheduled tribes, and is borne unequally 

39 Radhakrishna and Ray (2005) estimated that in 2000 193 million in rural and 67 million in urban areas lived under 
the poverty line. 
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by women and girls. India is a country of small and marginal farmers, who together undertake 

more than 80 percent of farm operations on about 34 percent of the land area in the country.40

Incidence and depth of poverty is linked particularly to rainfed agro-ecological zones that remain 

largely focused on subsistence cultivation. According to Radhakrishna and Ray (2005) rural 

poverty is becoming concentrated in the agricultural labour and artisan households, and urban 

poverty in the casual labour households. The growing dependency of both rural and urban 

households on casual labour makes the poor even more vulnerable (see further under section 

4.3 on Liberalisation, Privatisation and Globalisation). 

4.2 Intricacies of Government and Governance in India 

Some historical insights 

A conglomeration of princely states that saw a succession of foreign invasions, most of the 

territory that now comprises India, came under British rule in the mid-eighteenth century. Apart 

from British India under direct rule of the British Raj, there were princely states under British 

dominance (Awasthy 2003). Independence on 15 August 1947 did not come without problems. 

Some states were coerced into the Indian Union, and Pakistan was created after huge debates 

and amidst violence. Under British Raj with its divide and rule policies, like elsewhere in 

colonised parts, existing differences had hardened, and new groups were formed. For example, 

Sikhs, enjoying a special relationship with the British, had been granted a separate electorate in 

1932. Apart from religious minorities, the redrawing of the map of India according to linguistic 

lines in 1956 resulted in the creation of linguistic minorities within states. Thus, the problems of 

minorities, communal violence, further break-ups or breakaways, etc., were part of the new 

independent India. It not only inherited a fragmented political system as will be shown in next 

sections, but also from the beginning its national unity was under threat. The struggle to achieve 

national unity guided the choice for a federal structure consisting of a strong centre and 

nominally autonomous states. 

Additionally, it is important to understand the sea-change that had to take place in the 

administration after Independence. The huge British administration was organised to maintain 

law and order and to collect revenue. The British Raj had not only organised Indian 

40 National Sample Survey of 1991-92. In: Radhakrishna and Raj 2005. 
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administration for a limited purpose, it also had deeply altered the Indian economy for efficient 

economic exploitation.  

To overcome the socio-economic backwardness, Indian leaders opted for a planned 

economy after Independence, resulting in an emphasis on the public sector as the core of the 

economy with nationalisation of key industries as an important strategy. Administration was 

given a dominant role in all spheres of Indian society, also as a major provider of employment 

(Awasthy 2003). The administration also was to play a role in integration and nation building. 

Awasthy (2003: 288) states that “the most important change that took place as a result of 

Independence was the newly acquired role of bureaucracy as an agency of socio-economic 

development”. 

Thirdly, in 1947, an important unifying factor was the well-organised Indian National 

Congress party with an enormous broad-based organisation. The degree of national unity built 

up during the long years of freedom struggle assimilated various centrifugal tendencies after 

Independence as the Congress party dominated both at the national and the state levels 

(Awasthy 2003). Paradoxically, as Congress lost its hold and India moved towards a multi-party 

system, this resulted in political instability. Smillie and Hailey (2001) calculate that India had 

nine different governments between 1971 and 1999. There was a surge in regionalism, which 

sometimes resulted in violent events.41 Except for one, all governments after 1989 have been 

coalition governments supported by regional parties.42 Awasthy (2003) points out that this 

greatly weakened central governments as furthering the national interest no longer seemed a 

prime objective. 

Complexity and dynamism of government and governance 

There are twenty-eight states and seven so-called union territories. A written constitution, 

brought into force in 1950, declared India to be a secular state, and comprehensively defined 

the respective powers of the union and state governments. Some responsibilities are divided, 

while some are shared. Of the first category, local administration, law and order, health and 

most rural development issues come under the state governments. The Union Government has 

control over foreign affairs and national defense, planning, major aspects of legislation and 

41 In 2001, after many years of struggle, three new states were created. Other demands will have to be faced in the 
future.   
42 In the case of the United Front Government of 1996, there were 14 regional parties involved, with UF leaders 
themselves being regional leaders. 
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taxation, although states also collect taxes. Responsibility for education, welfare and 

employment is shared by the centre and the states. The state governments have complained 

that over time, the state list has been invaded and control over important subjects transferred to 

the Centre.

Although India has a federal structure, there are strong centralising forces correspondingly 

weakening the states. In case of conflict, the law made by the Union parliament will prevail over 

the state legislature. The majority of funding for the states comes from the centre. The All-India 

Services, inherited from the British rule, are paid by the Union Government. All Union and state-

level senior staff are recruited from these services. Governors with extensive powers act as 

representatives of the Government of India in each state. Also, under its emergency powers laid 

down in article 356, the president of India can suspend state governments. These centralising 

forces create tensions between the centre and the states. Awasthy (2003) relates blatant 

examples when article 356 was imposed on state governments led by political parties other than 

the one heading the centre. All political parties are said to have used this road to change 

election results. Further tension arises when, for example, the Union government deploys its 

special forces to impose law and order, sometimes without consent of or even consultation with 

state governments, even though maintenance of order is a state affair.  

States vary considerably, in terms of their influence nationally, and the impacts they have on 

people’s lives. States are divided into administrative districts, consisting of blocks43, which in 

turn are made up by villages (Maheswari 2001). In large states, there may be a regional or 

divisional administration above the district level. From the district level downwards there is a 

three-tier, supposedly democratically elected system of rural local government. This system of 

local government is called the Panchayati Raj, and was incorporated in the Constitution in 1992. 

At each level, reservations are made for SCs and STs, and women. Despite these progressive 

measures and some positive examples, in practice, there have been numerous cases where 

male family members performed functions of elected women, or violence has been used against 

lower-caste functionaries in upper-caste dominated areas. Other problems have been the 

politicisation of the Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRI) and corruption as the PRIs are also to 

handle taxes, fees, etc.  In (semi-)urban areas, there is another complex administrative set-up of 

municipal corporations, councils, cantonment boards, notified area committees and town area 

committees.

The World Bank defined governance as “the manner in which power is exercised in the 

management of a country’s economic and social resources for development” (1992. In: Sikdar 

43 These are also called tehsil, taluk or taluka.  
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2003: 75). In India, this is a complex, and often opaque process, partly because of the 

complicated, almost labyrinthine government structure. To provide an impressionistic picture, 

the situation at central level is depicted. In 2001, there are eighty departments of which most 

come under thirty-eight ministries (Maheshwari 2001)44.  Those related with, for example, 

energy issues are: the Ministry of coal, the Ministry of non-conventional energy sources, the 

Ministry of petroleum and natural gas, the Ministry of power, the Ministry of water resources, 

and the Ministry of atomic energy. This leaves aside other less directly related departments and 

ministries such as the department of mines under the ministry of steel and mines. Under the 

departments comes a bewildering complex of agencies entrusted with the execution of policies: 

attached and subordinate offices, departmental undertakings, companies, corporations, boards, 

and societies. There are three attached offices and “nearly twenty-three” subordinate offices for 

the department of agriculture and cooperation under the Ministry of agriculture (Maheswari 

2001: 146). To mediate between the Union and the states, there are other administrative 

institutions including zonal councils (to promote inter-state cooperation and coordination, 

including arresting growth of regionalism) and control boards for projects of special significance. 

According to Maheswari (2001), the picture is further complicated because although the names 

may remain unchanged, the content and responsibilities of different administrative organisations 

do change considerably over time.

From an initially planned, relatively closed economy with a high degree of government 

control and an extensive system of subsidies, India is gradually moving towards becoming a 

liberalised, privatised and globalised society. This will be further explained in the next section. 

4.3 LPG or Liberalisation, Privatisation45 and Globalisation 

Economic reforms

In the first decades after Independence, social and economic development was under 

intense government control. Licensing constituted an important instrument of government 

control, along with restrictions on, among others, import and export of inputs and commodities, 

44 Separate departments are those of Disinvestments, Electronics, Ocean Development, Space, Tribal Development, 
Cabinet Secretariat, President’s Secretariat, and the Prime Minister’s Office. At state level, there are between 14 and 
34 departments (Maheswari 2001).  
45 Privatisation is used here as change of ownership from the state to private agents (Sikdar 2003). For a definition of 
Liberalisation and Globalisation see Chapter 2. 
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and an extensive system of subsidies. This already started changing in the 1980s, but in 1991, 

because of a financial crisis, India accepted a structural adjustment loan from the World Bank 

(Shürmer-Smith 2000). This heralded the start of the reform period as the loan came with a 

package of market-oriented policies and the rhetoric of globalisation. The reforms have two 

major components, trade liberalisation and internal deregulation of markets, and privatisation of 

industrial production (Panda 2005). It was expected or at least announced that the higher 

growth thus created would improve the life of various sections of society, especially that of the 

poor.

Compared with other countries, Indian reform is relatively recent. In consequence, the results 

are still far from clear or definite. However, there are already indications that the economic 

reform has caused major structural changes in the Indian economy (Sikdar 2003). The Indian 

industrial sector started to go through an in-depth process of restructuring, consolidation, 

adoption of cost-cutting measures, foreign collaboration, and technology upgrading (Parikh and 

Radhakrishna 2005). Stipulations on mergers, acquisitions and direct foreign investments have 

been greatly reduced. As part of pro-trade reforms, restrictions on a considerable number of 

agricultural commodities have been lifted. Examples are the abolishment of import quotas for 

edible oils, export controls on rice, and the shortening of the list of prohibited imports of 

agricultural inputs. Apart from transforming the Indian economy, the measures are increasing 

India’s porosity to effects of changes happening at other levels. During the Asian crisis of 1997-

1998, the country had felt little fallout. It had yet to introduce full convertibility of its currency and 

it was still less dependent on foreign trade and investment than hard-hit countries such as 

Thailand. However, this is changing rapidly with the increasing openness of India’s economy.  

Reforms in governance and government 

In line with the previous socialist-leaning public policy, private enterprise was kept out of 

major sectors such as banking, insurance, power and telecommunications (Sikdar 2003). 

Although the government of India has avoided drastic steps in public sector reform, the 

government is firmly committed to a progressive diminution of control. The number of industries 

reserved for the public sector has been brought down from eighteen to six.46 Public sector 

enterprises are progressively being closed down or management transferred to private hands. 

The resulting large-scale retrenchment entails high social costs.   

46 The list includes only arms and ammunitions, atomic energy, mineral oils, railway transport, and atomic minerals 
(Sikdar 2003) 
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The extension of the reservation policy to include OBCs was made close in time to the 

introduction of New Economic Policy in 1991. Reservation has had the effect of changing the 

status of government employment, which was regarded by the super-elite as having declined in 

prestige (Shürmer-Smith 2000).  They moved to new professions, mostly in the private sector 

and increasingly live a westernised and encapsulated life. Shürmer-Smith states that, in a way, 

the public domain is left to the camps of the ‘commoners’ of the higher castes who oppose 

reservation, and the significantly divided reserved categories. These formerly excluded sections 

started occupying significant positions in administration just as the authority of the state was 

being examined. The debate about the importance of bureaucracy and the possible role of the 

market and private forces in the era of globalisation should be understood against this 

background. Nevertheless, despite the rollback, the state remains very important, as the 

amounts spent on poverty alleviation and development schemes are such that government 

remains a key player.

The structural adjustment programme also incorporated forms of decentralisation, e.g. 

through the Panchayati Raj, to reduce the influence of the states. Also, in relation to the centre, 

increasingly, state governments can interact directly at the international stage, for example, to 

seek foreign investments or representation in international fora or committees. Also, Shrivastha 

(1995. In: Shürmer-Smith 2000) states that liberalisation encourages the increase of new 

political formations and of regionalisation as regions, for example, compete for foreign 

investments.  

The dramatic election results of May 2004 that swept away the Bharatiaya Janata Party-led 

coalition government and the state elections that deposed of many state chief ministers raised 

questions about the path chosen. The current multi-party coalition Government has tried to put a 

more human face on the reforms, but its commitment has not been crystal-clear.  

In short, processes of liberalisation and privatisation tighten India’s connection with the world 

resulting in a heightened porosity of its economy and society. However, concrete effects at state 

or local level vary considerably not only because of existing differences, but also because of 

diverging interactions between changes in central and state processes of governance and 

different (re)actions of corporate and civil society actors. 

Changing patterns in social sector expenditure

Although overall anti-poverty and social development expenditure increased in the reform era 

in terms of per capita real expenditure, the picture is varied for social sector expenditure as a 
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percentage of GDP. Dev and Mooij (2005) state that expenditure on social sector is low 

compared with the proportion of GDP spent in the late 1980s, with East Asian countries, and 

with the norms developed by the UNDP for comparing and monitoring social sector expenditure 

at the country level.  Generally, state social expenditure both as the share of states in combined 

social sector expenditure (centre and states) and as a percentage of Gross State Domestic 

Product has declined during the reform period. Although central social sector expenditure 

continued to increase in the 1990s as a percentage of GDP, it was at a much lower pace than in 

the 1980s. Apart from these trends, Dev and Mooij (2005) point to problems of underutilisation, 

neglect of basic infrastructure development in the social sector, and misuse of funds, all 

affecting effectiveness of social sector expenditure.  

Effects on poverty and development 

Sikdar (2003) underlines the negative impacts of the reform measures on the poorer 

sections. Parikh and Radhakrishna (2005) report that while overall poverty has been reduced in 

all major states during the 1990s, the process has been very uneven. There are strong 

indications that interstate inequality has been rising and that poverty has become concentrated 

in the backward regions of central and eastern India. Radhakrishna and Ray (2005) state that 

during the 1990s, while the decline in rural poverty slowed down, rural inequality tended to 

decline as well. On the other hand, the increasing disparities between rural-urban areas 

coincided with a widening inequality in urban expenditure distribution. They state that the 

worsening rural-urban disparity is a result of the shift in focus away from agriculture in general 

and from land-augmenting public investment such as irrigation.  

Sen and Dreze (1995) make a well-founded argument against the path chosen by the 

successive governments in the nineties. They point out various lessons by making comparisons 

between the different Indian states and with other countries. Despite pursuing diverse economic 

policies resulting in varying economic growth records, a radical reduction in human deprivation 

and insecurity was achieved with a parallel pursuit of social policies, particularly those relating to 

the expansion of basic education and health care. Hence, they state that the issue is not more 

or less government, but the type of governance. In their view, an “overactive” government in the 

field of market control has been accompanied by “underactivity” of the government in education, 

health care, social security and environmental protection. They argue that the “lessons of 

successful growth-mediated progress in East Asia include the importance of various areas of 

state action, including basic education, general health care and land reform” rather than as 
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simple results of liberalisation. These roles of public action have to be viewed along with the 

part played by governments in directly promoting industrial expansion and export orientation 

and in guiding the pattern of industrialisation” (Sen and Dreze 1995: 42).  

In an already complex scenario, with elaborate historical intricacies, the cacophony of 

emerging changes and trends puts a further strain on the sense-making capabilities of 

development actors and thus on their ability to act successfully. In the next section, some 

insights are presented regarding one section of development actors, the NGDOs.  

4.4 Indian NGDOs

Rather than to provide dates, facts and figures, the objective of the following sections is to 

provide some insights about Indian NGDOs which are helpful in understanding the context of 

the case organisations. As NGDOs are rooted in and brought forth by social reform movements 

and voluntarism, section 4.4.1 provides a short historical background of voluntarism in India. 

Section 4.4.2 gives an impression of current civil society actors amidst which the NGDOs work, 

while section 4.4.3 presents some issues confronting Indian NGDOs. 

4.4.1 Historical background of voluntarism in India 

The first reform movements that emerged early in the nineteenth century were marked by a 

linkage between religious ideas and social reform, and married various Indian and Western 

notions (Grover and Grover 2004). These movements, often led by an ‘enlightened’ male 

person aimed at uprooting social evils such as child marriage and widow burning. The second 

half of the nineteenth century saw worsening socio-political and economic conditions. British 

colonial rule expanded and systematised its extractive strategies. As social groups were formed 

or consolidated, organisations were set up to represent their interests, ranging from working 

class associations, onto literary and educational societies (PRIA 1991). During this period 

nationalist consciousness and self-help started spreading as the focus of socio-political 

movements. The twentieth century saw a coming into existence of a number of all-India and 

provincial social organisations, and the broadening of the areas of concern and of sections 

involved beyond elitist males. In the years before Independence, there was a surge in 

nationalist consciousness and mass mobilisation. Self-respect and self-confidence were values 
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guiding the nationalist movement, which itself harboured various ideological groups. Gandhi’s 

Constructive Work activities comprising, for example, village reconstruction and cottage 

industries, laid the basis for a number of voluntary and development-oriented organisations. At 

the same time, because of the British rule and divide approach, seeds of separation were sown 

or developed further. Various movements and rebellions sprang up in response to the ever-

deteriorating socio-economic situation. In consequence, radical groups came into being next to 

sectoral organisations (PRIA 1991). Religious bodies kept providing relief and charity work. 

Business houses also set up their own charitable groups. Thus, more knots of complexity were 

woven into the Indian social fabric.  

From a spirit of nation-building after Independence, the focus in the sixties and seventies 

gradually shifted to critiquing the government and the apparent failings of the dominant 

development approach (PRIA 1991). This gave rise to alternative and integrated rural 

development initiatives by a new generation of people. The second half of the seventies saw the 

years of national emergency and a withdrawal of many socially conscious people from the 

political process47. This caused a growth in voluntary and other development-oriented 

organisations as many were looking for ways to work for a more human and just society. 

Participation, conscientization, emancipation became rallying principles. During the eighties, 

several other trends impacted upon the development sector. Many professionally trained 

academics joined such movements in order to match their profession with a social commitment. 

Support organisations started to emerge contributing to a further professionalisation of 

development work. During the eighties foreign donor agencies also started to increase their 

support to development organisations. Sooryamoorthy and Gangarde (2001) sketch a further 

increase in development organisations in the nineties, fuelled by a rise in attention and funding. 

However, they state that “it appears that the birth of NGOs is not always closely linked with the 

needs of the people” (Sooryamoorthy and Gangarde 2001: 10). In consequence, the nineties 

saw an increasingly confusing ‘who is who’ musical chair game with credibility and 

accountability of development actors being questioned and blacklisting of significant numbers of 

NGOs by government agencies.  

During all these years, business houses and various religious groups have continued to set 

up and support organisations which mostly occupied themselves with charitable but sometimes 

also development activities, adding to a further entanglement of objectives and guiding values. 

Looking at the history of voluntarism in India, a number of noteworthy aspects catch the eye 

(Grover and Grover 2004; PRIA 1991; Sooryamoorthy and Gangrade 2001). Firstly, throughout 

47 See the origin of the RELI group in Chapter 8. 
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history, the emergence and functioning of voluntary action has been value-driven. 

Sooryamoorthy and Gangrade (2001) mention a number of cultural and religious concepts that 

have guided charity, relief and philanthropic activities in ancient and medieval times. These 

continued throughout Pre- and Post-Independence, during which period a number of other 

principles have been added. Secondly, over the years, India has experienced in a way a 

unification48 and a diversification of its civil society, as well as an expansion and convolution. 

Thirdly, there is a particular linkage between political work and voluntary or developmental 

activities. Emerging trends in the political process either attracted and guided waves of socially 

committed people (e.g. the constructive work and political struggle popularised by Mahatma 

Gandhi) or repulsed them towards expressing their commitment through the work of 

developmental agencies.  

The next section describes briefly a number of other civil actors in Indian society that relates 

to NGDOs in ways ranging from beneficiaries, collaborators, competitors, foes and financers. It 

is important to bear in mind that these relationships are both dynamic and multi-dimensional. 

4.4.2 Brief sketch of civil society actors 

There is a wide variety of pressure groups and social movements in India, most of which 

were born in the colonial time to fight deplorable conditions. They often played important roles 

during the struggle for Independence. Two such groups are the student organisations and trade 

unions. These are plagued by a number of problems. Awashty (2003) calculates that there were 

52,016 registered trade unions in 1990 out of which nearly three-fourths have a membership of 

less than five hundred. Both student organisations and trade unions generally are affiliated to 

political parties. These tend to use them for political ends, as a result of which their identity and 

functions have not been developed.  

There is a throng of women’s organisations in India, varying from national women’s 

organisations, to Mahila Samities or local women’s clubs, working on a wide range of issues 

ranging from legal counselling, health, water supply, to civic rights. There is a number of 

criticisms about the women’s organisations, of being politically controlled, urban-based, 

scattered and divided. Although a number of important milestones have been achieved, there 

48 The British Raj contributed to this ‘unification’ in various ways, among others, by creating and expanding 
English-educated groups, and through the Independence struggle. 
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are still frequent violations of laws and procedures, and rampant gender discrimination is 

undermining their development efforts.

A next category are the agrarian groups. Awasthy (2003) traces the origin of peasant 

movements from the shift in rural economies to the Zamindari system, under which clusters of 

villages were organised into revenue units. There have been peasant movements before and 

after Independence, generally led by political parties along with farmers’ organisations. In more 

recent years, organisations of rich farmers have taken the main stage in a number of states 

demanding, for example, continuation of subsidies that benefited them (see the case of PEG 

regarding subsidies for power in section 8.2.1).   

There are professional and business groups, of which the latter can be very powerful. These 

are owned by the traditional trading communities, and organised along traditional kinship 

structures. After Independence, the private sector increasingly became monopolised by just a 

few families. Kothari (1994. In: Awasthy 2003: 356) states that unlike in other new countries, “in 

India, the role of traditional trading and mercantile families in modern business and industry has 

been prominent”.  They not only have access to the bureaucracy and politicians, but they also 

control newspapers and news agencies. Several have set up charitable and other organisations.  

Another group which had suffered special hardship during the British Raj are the Adivasis or 

tribal groups. Deprivation continued after Independence, despite different regulations and other 

measures. Unfortunately, tribal movements are mired by divisions and rivalry. Apart from 

demands for economic and social uplifting, there are also various demands for autonomy. 

In more recent years, groups of lower-caste people have been gaining strength. Dalit 

movements demand equality and socio-economic development. Awasthy (2003) states that 

from the beginning, dalit movements have been highly fragmented, which is further aggravated 

by the confusion about who is a dalit, and by the hierarchy among dalits themselves, with 

dominating castes controlling leadership of groups. There has been an upsurge in violence by 

dalit groups with acts of retaliation by other castes.  

Summarising, a general characteristic of social groups is their political affiliation. Kothari 

(1994. In: Awasthy 2003: 357) states that for several reasons, groups and their activities in India 

are not organised along class lines but along family, community and caste lines. He states that 

“the governmentalisation of social and economic structures provides the dominant framework of 

articulation”, and processes of change can only be influenced through political parties and 

factions. In consequence, in order to receive recognition, social and economic interests need to 

be voiced by and through political parties, instead of through interest groups.  However, political 

parties do not have a class character but harbour all kinds of loyalties, which gives the interest 

articulation of Indian politics a factionalist dynamic.  
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4.4.3 NGDOs in India 

As PRIA (1991: 45) makes clear “the vast diversity of organisations and the complexity of the 

character of the state in a country of the size of India .. makes it difficult to propound a specific 

set of relationships”. Hence, this section will only highlight three issues thought to be important 

for understanding some of the complexities of the sector. These issues are the relationship with 

the government, the flows of particularly foreign funding, and some contemporary trends in the 

sector.

NGDOs and Government in India 

The relations between NGDOs and the government can be divided into three categories, 

depending on the role of the state. In its role as a regulator, the Government of India has in a 

way continued the tone set by the British. In 1860, the British enacted the Societies Registration 

Act, probably to control the emerging political associations. Mukerjee (n.d. In: Sooryamoorthy 

and Gangrade 2001: 46) states that “voluntary action thus became formalised and brought 

under state supervision”. There are several requirements for voluntary organisations, first of 

which is a separate, legal identity. Most are therefore registered under the Societies 

Registration Act which, besides being outdated, is applied unevenly in different states. There 

may be re-registration procedures, or there may be provisions for the state government to 

appoint office bearers, or even to dissolve the organisation. This provides space for political 

favouritism and other interferences, and adds to the instability and vulnerability of an 

organisation. Besides the societies act, there are other ways of registering, for example, under 

the Indian Trust Act of 1882, under section 25 of the Companies Act, or under laws governing 

cooperatives. However, each of these brings along its own disadvantages and risks. A second 

requirement is the compliance with financial laws, applied by both the Income Tax Authorities 

and the Home Ministry. With regard to the Income Tax Authorities, although concessions are 

given to, for example, public schools and hospitals, every year NGDOs have to justify their non-

profit status. According to PRIA (1991), various amendments have been made to the Income 

Tax Act to further tighten its control. Regarding the Home Ministry, organisations that wish to 

receive foreign funding need to register under the FCRA, Foreign Contribution Regulation Act49,

49 The act sought to regulate the acceptance and use of foreign contribution to ensure that parliamentary institutions, 
political associations, academic and other voluntary organizations, and individuals working in important areas of 
national life may function in a manner consistent with the values of a sovereign democratic republic (Kandasami 
1997). 
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a cumbersome, sometimes untransparent and reversible process. After registration, they need 

to submit detailed annual statements to the Home Ministry. Shivakumar (1997) states that under 

the new economic policies, in 1999 the Foreign Exchange Control Act or FERA has been 

changed into the Foreign Exchange Management Act, freeing companies from many 

restrictions. On the contrary, as often is the case with NGDOs, the change in 2005 of FCRA into 

the Foreign Contribution Management and Control Bill is inspired by concerns about national 

security.50

As described earlier, over the years, the Government of India has created numerous central 

and regional bodies, departments and agencies that provide support to, or implement 

programmes and schemes in almost all areas of development. In these roles as funder and 

development actor, the government has often conceptualised its own models and frameworks. 

Because of its omnipresence, it dominates the development scene in financial and other ways. 

PRIA (1991: 49) states that “the overall experience seems to indicate that availability of 

resources from the state is unique and useful on the one hand, but has been limiting, controlling 

and dependence-creating on the other”. NGDOs already received the bulk of their funding 

through governmental schemes. However, this was pushed further with the reform and rolling 

back of the Government and the increasing financing of provision of welfare and development 

services through NGDOs (Shürmer-Smith 2000). Not all schemes are being passed on to 

NGDOs, several have been ended or curtailed in the process of structural adjustment.   

More recently, space has been created for certain NGDOs to participate also at the design 

stage of initiatives51. Nevertheless, the combination of funder and development actor roles of 

government, has seriously limited the ability of NGDOs to challenge government models and 

frameworks of development. This comes to a head when an organisation is engaged in activities 

that confront dominant political forces, and when the state then uses its regulatory power to 

control, harass or co-opt the organisation. PRIA (1991) provides a number of revealing cases of 

political intervention and revenge.  

Funding flows 

In the eighties, non-governmental, bilateral and multilateral financial cooperation with 

southern NGDOs expanded substantially with the major part of funding coming from especially 

50 “The noose tightens” is the title of an article in The Economic Times, New Delhi, 20 September 2005. 
51 see Chapter 5 on MYRADA’s experiences. 
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European and North-American NGDOs (Mohanty 1996). Criteria and terms of co-operation vary 

considerably between agencies and over time. This applies also to the procedures and forms of 

financial mechanisms for NGDOs. After the boom in the eighties, recent trends have been more 

negative. Increasing pressure on donor agencies has limited interest in and capability to provide 

for more flexible forms such as multi-year funding, block or institutional grants. Insistence on 

tangible and quantifiable targets has increased substantially as donor agencies pass on the 

pressures that they feel. In India, there has been a general migration of donor agencies to the 

so-called BIMARU states, that is Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh, 

because of higher poverty levels. At the same time, the availability of funding through 

government programmes and schemes has increased exponentially. This sometimes brought 

unhappy results as organisations see their legitimacy criticized, or their room to manoeuvre 

reduced because of strict targets or stifling bureaucracy. They risk becoming “public service 

contractors” (Korten 1992. In: Sooryamoorthy and Gangrade 2001: 11). Another trend with 

uncertain outcomes has been the pressure on southern NGDOs to mobilize domestic funds. 

Examples of ‘solutions’ range from partnerships with corporations to renting out of marriage 

halls.

A sketch of some trends in the Indian NGDO sector52

It should be noted that directly or indirectly, the relatively recent processes of liberalisation, 

privatisation, globalisation, and their interactions contribute to a state of flux in an already 

complex situation. Ambiguity and uncertainty regarding the way to go, issues to take up and the 

effects of one’s work have grown substantially in recent years. There is an increasing confusion 

about signals regarding developments in governance, economy and society.  

There may be apparent opportunities such as a substantial growth in government funding for 

NGDOs (coming, among others, from the World Bank) to take over implementation of tasks. 

There are also more opportunities to engage in international platforms or to draw on 

international support as in the case of the Narmada Bachao Andolan (section 8.1). However, the 

benefits of such ‘opportunities’ are less clear when they are accompanied by, on the one hand, 

a mushrooming of organisations which tap government funding (Sooryamoorthy and Gangrade 

2001), and on the other hand, a decrease in more flexible funding flows. These changes in 

funding flows in effect undermine an NGDO’s space for manoeuvre. In addition, the contraction 

52 See also Chapters 5 and 8 
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of the playing field is accompanied by an upsurge in criticism about NGDOs. There have been 

various instances when government agencies have publicised blacklists of NGDOs because of 

cases of misuse or fraud. Apart from Government initiatives, e.g. to set up a council to monitor 

the activities of the sector, NGDOs themselves have undertaken some efforts to elaborate a 

Code of conduct. 

The playing field itself is also becoming more complex. Keeping track of who is who is a 

growing challenge, not only because of the sprawling and unregulated growth of NGDOs, but 

also because of the changing characteristics of other actors. In reaction to the “forward march of 

the backwards in the public sector”, there is a growing interest on the part of the elite upper-

caste in weakening the power of the government and devaluing the status of the bureaucracy 

(Shürmer-Smith 2000: 123). The undermining of the authority and functioning of the government 

coincides with its radical restructuring in the context of an increasing dominance of market-led 

rhetoric. What is more, this rhetoric, which replaces the earlier socialist one, leaves little space 

for citizens as owners of the state, but reshapes them as consumers of public services and 

goods (Samuel and Jagadananda 2003). In parallel moves, individual states are changing their 

relationships in relation to the central government, for example, by directly projecting 

themselves onto the global stage. Overall, the trends outlined here seriously complicate 

NGDOs’ thinking about the development model they should advance and how they engage best 

with two important groups of actors, civil and governmental. 

Additionally, India’s entrance to the WTO and the processes of liberalisation and privatisation 

is also changing the relationships between domestic civil and corporate actors in disorienting 

ways. Privatisation of resources hitherto protected by the state such as water may create a 

standoff, whereas the crop testing experiments by the South Asia division of Monsanto may 

bring earlier foes together. Furthermore, for various reasons (including to save income tax), 

organisations controlled by the corporate sector are encroaching further into areas hitherto of 

NGDOs. Several are now undertaking rural development activities.  

As processes of liberalisation, privatisation and globalisation advance, various sections of 

civil society are overcome by the TINA (There Is No Alternative) syndrome.53 Confusion erodes 

the capacity in civil society to formulate responses and to close ranks. NGDOs are surprised by 

swiftly deteriorating socio-economic conditions of the groups they work with. Although several 

networking efforts existed in India even before Independence, the history has not been “a very 

satisfying one” (PRIA 1991: 61). Disintegration, infighting, rivalry, mismanagement or corruption 

53 Several interviewees have pointed out the various aspects and resulting felt mental oppression of the TINA 
syndrome 
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have haunted many initiatives. In the current scenario, networking remains the challenge of the 

day. However, according to Sooryamoorthy and Gangrade (2001: 13) NGO networking and 

coordination have “not yet yielded desired results in India”. 

Despite or thanks to these trends, there is an emergence of innovative efforts by NGDOs, 

often in collaboration with unconventional partners. There are examples of shrewd use of the 

Public Interest Litigation intervention, use of media, capacity building of groups previously 

unheard of, networking with mass movements, etc. Chapters 5 and 8 will describe in detail the 

case of two NGDOs. 
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Chapter 5 

CHANGING IN MYRADA 

After a brief description of MYRADA (5.1), chapter 5 describes first past changes the 

organisation has gone through and how these have influenced its position as a development 

actor (5.2), and then the current situation and the recent shifts it has been making (5.3). The 

closing part (5.4) examines the learning processes that have taken place in the organisation.  

5.1 A brief description of MYRADA 

MYRADA was founded in 1968. From 1968 until 1979, MYRADA was involved entirely in the 

resettlement of Tibetan refugees. From 1979 onwards MYRADA has been involved with rural 

development. In the early years of working in rural development, MYRADA combined the 

resettlement of refugees with the resettlement of bonded labourers. Later, it moved to work with 

a wider section of rural communities in other programmes. Initially, MYRADA was known to be 

largely technology-oriented and its identity was often associated with well drilling, for example, 

as this was a big and very visible activity. A staff member recalls that till today, MYRADA 

receives calls saying “we need to site a borewell, can you send your geologist and your drilling 

machine”. Other project activities included the introduction of new seed varieties and 

improvement of livestock. MYRADA identified tasks and activities and the communities were 

organised to undertake them. Because of disappointing results, around the early eighties 

MYRADA started to look more and more at the process and procedures of building people’s 

institutions. Its approach underwent various changes over the following years. Initially, MYRADA 

worked through Credit-Management Groups (CMG), which later became Self-Help Groups 

(SHG) and nowadays are known as Self-Help Affinity Groups (SAG). Other changes were 

introduced in the eighties as well, for example, the introduction of watershed management 

programmes and the initiation of a decentralisation process. 
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At the moment54, MYRADA is directly managing 16 projects in three states of southern India, 

Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu. It is also co-ordinating 2 NGDO networks and 

supports programmes on a long-term basis in India and abroad. There are eleven principal 

areas55 in which MYRADA is active. In some of these, notably in the Self-Help Affinity Groups 

and watershed management strategies, MYRADA’s pioneering initiatives have influenced 

changes in national, and to a certain extent international policies as well. It has to be noted that 

in all its programmes, building and strengthening people’s organisations forms the foundation 

for any intervention. Examples are Watershed Development Associations, School Betterment 

Committees and Village Forestry Committees. These are brought together in platforms at higher 

levels, for example, in Village Development Councils or federations of SAGs. Currently, 

MYRADA is exploring the concept of Resource Centres (RCs) as a strategy to achieve 

independence of its people’s organisations. Each RC supports around 120 community groups, 

which pay for its services. The total number of people’s institutions that were supported by 

MYRADA as of March 2003 was 9 311, reaching out directly to approximately one million 

people. Over the years, MYRADA has emerged as a major training resource for beneficiaries 

and staff from NGDOs, banks and Government institutions. It has eleven training centres, which 

are now being transformed into so-called Centres for Institutional Development and 

Organisational Reform or CIDORs. 

In 1990 MYRADA had 699 staff. The number has declined to 326 in 2003 as beneficiary 

groups are taking over many of the functions originally carried out by MYRADA (MYRADA, 

2003). Also, MYRADA’s interventions have become more strategic in recent years, requiring 

fewer but more experienced staff. An example of such interventions is deputation of staff to 

government agencies. 

MYRADA's organisation structure consists of four levels, of which the Board is the highest 

deciding body. The next level is the Head Office at Bangalore, consisting of the Executive 

Director who acts as the primary link between the Board and the rest of the organisation, 

Programme staff, central finance & administration and the human resources group. The third 

level is the projects, which are fairly autonomous within shared broad strategic guidelines 

usually provided by head office. Community volunteers trained by MYRADA who formally are 

not a part of MYRADA, may be seen as a fourth level in the organisational hierarchy. While 

54 That is 2003 
55 Identifying and fostering affinity groups such as the Self Help Affinity Groups (SAG); Empowering women and 
supporting children; Management of micro-watersheds; Participatory strategies in regeneration of arid lands and in 
forestry management; Resettlement in self-reliant communities of released bonded labourers and refugees; District 
strategy for networking, capacity building and enhancing the quality and outreach of field activities; Training; 
Strategic support to programmes in other countries; Health; Education; Rural and urban financial services through 
the Sangha Mitra, a rural financial services organisation. 
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programme management and financial systems are decentralised to the project level and below, 

personnel policies and the Mission Statement are common across the organisation (box 5.1).  

Box 5.1: MYRADA’s Mission Statement 

 To foster a process of ongoing change in favour of the rural poor in a way in which this 

process can be sustained by them through building and managing appropriate and 

innovative local level institutions rooted in values of justice, equity and mutual support; 

 To recreate a self-sustaining habitat based on a balanced perspective of the relationship 

between natural resources and the legitimate needs of people; 

 To promote strategies through which the full potential of women and children are realised; 

 To influence public policies in favour of the poor; 

 To strengthen networks and linkages between and among formal and informal institutions 

that can foster and sustain the impact of development initiatives.

MYRADA has nine international and fourteen national donors, including the Government of 

India. For the 1999-2000 financial year, MYRADA received 239,4 million rupees of which 91 

percent came from donor contributions.56 It furthermore has strong relationships with the 

banking sector and more recently encourages linkages by supported people’s organisations 

with the corporate sector, for example, for off-farm enterprises.  

5.2 Past changes 

In its relatively long history, MYRADA has undergone various changes – in retrospect, these 

can be called strategic, since they have impacted on its very identity as a development actor. In 

spite of having a history in which many changes were introduced, and sometimes even occurred 

in parallel, most staff interviewed recollect them only as gradual and –at least in the first 

moments of interviewing– as harmonious processes.  

 Two of these past changes are discussed in detail in the next two sections. The first started 

in the early eighties and reframed MYRADA’s identity from a well-drilling and technology-

oriented organisation to a leading player reputed in building people’s organisations. The other –

more internally oriented– change, decentralisation, occurred almost parallel to the first, and 

contributed to propelling MYRADA as a major player in the Indian development sector. Although 

56 Novib Project Appraisal, 2000. 
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respondents also referred to other changes, across all interviews these two were the changes 

mentioned as “having impacted significantly on MYRADA’s identity”. Both changes can only be 

disentangled imperfectly from subsequent or more often parallel smaller and bigger changes, 

such as the change in roles of staff.  Also, while the reorientation towards building people’s 

institutions and the move to decentralise have been initiated in the past, in a way both are still 

going on. An example is MYRADA’s recent and ongoing search to build sustainable people’s 

institutions, and take further the process of decentralisation in the current context. 

5.2.1  From technology to people’s institutions 

MYRADA was founded in 1968 as a response to the urgent need to develop land made 

available by the Indian Government to the Dalai Lama and his Tibetan followers for their 

resettlement on Indian soil. One interviewee still remembers how thousands of them arrived by 

train, many of whom died of weakness and diseases even before they could reach the 

resettlement area. The first four to five years, emphasis was on mass clearing of forest and land 

development. At that time, MYRADA, then known as Mysore Rehabilitation and Agriculture 

Development Agency, was said to be staffed by retired brigadiers and captains, who were very 

proficient at efficiently clearing forest lands. Its first executive director was Captain Bill 

Davinson, a retired British Army officer. After four or five years, the sense of urgency eased and 

the emphasis moved  towards the organisation of co-operative societies and the undertaking of 

rural development activities together with the organisation set up by the Tibetan authorities. 

Nevertheless, in those early days, MYRADA’s approach was top-down, and activities were 

entirely handled by its staff. The focus was on the introduction of technologies such as new 

seed varieties and livestock improvement.  

In the late seventies, as people settled and financial support dried up, Tibetan rehabilitation 

projects were gradually closed down. Around 1978-79, most of the staff who worked in Tibetan 

resettlement projects were sent home. Because of its success in organising the Tibetan 

resettlement, the state Governments of Tamil Nadu, Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh requested 

MYRADA to do similar work with Indian communities. Initially MYRADA worked in the three 

states to resettle landless people; at a later stage it also became involved with bonded 

labourers. The President of MYRADA’s board recalls: 

The question was what to do next. There was some pressure from the Government to 

get involved in resettling Indian communities. MYRADA has always been an independent 
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organisation, not an organisation to give in to pressure, but MYRADA’s board was 

predisposed to working with the government. It was also a time when there were not 

many organisations, that could speak with authority about rural development with the 

government, so getting involved was also situationally derived. 

As its experiences with Tibetan cooperative societies were good, MYRADA applied the same 

approach and started to work with existing cooperatives in the Indian villages alongside other 

activities such as livestock improvement and seed varieties. However, although fostered, these 

cooperatives never took off, and worse, MYRADA discovered, among others, that they became 

entangled in the existing local power structures and political manoeuvring. Various other 

strategies were employed, for example, working with Village Development Associations, or even 

with individual families. None brought the success envisioned. It has to be noted that as a 

heritage of its past, its staff was good in delivering services efficiently, but less experienced in 

organising people in a participatory way. 

A new wind 

In 1982, Aloysius Fernandez57 joined MYRADA as a deputy director. With his arrival a 

different wind started to blow in the organisation. He was given a rather free hand, especially 

when the first executive director, Bill Davinson, moved to oversee MYRADA’s projects in 

Meghalya. He became the second executive director after Bill’s death a few years later.  

Bill Davinson would typically ask questions like “how much did this borewell yield?”, 

whereas Al would ask “who did this work?” and “have you consulted the people?” So, it 

started to change (staff member) 

Aloysius Fernandez is said to have played an important role in identifying the signals 

emerging from the field as an alternative to working with cooperatives and leading to 

appropriate institution building. When a cooperative society in one of MYRADA’s project broke 

up, he proposed its members to form a group and repay their loans to the group. Similar events 

happened in other projects where, for example, more homogeneous groups were formed, and 

members started saving activities among themselves. Also, in the early 1980s, surveys 

57 Aloysius Fernandez’s background is in economics and philosophy. He worked from 1978 until 1982 as a 
programme consultant to the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) – one of MYRADA’s major 
donors – on the Country Focus Programme and NGO Network.  
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undertaken by MYRADA showed that credit was a major cause of problems, among others, 

enslavement of people and loss of land. Various other events helped a further move towards 

working with credit groups in the mid eighties. Staff who joined from other development 

organisations contributed new ideas and MYRADA took up new activities, for example, working 

with women58 and youngsters. Not only did the new executive director recognise the potential 

strategic value of events that happened in the field, he also encouraged a more extensive 

experimentation with groups and credit activities, and their promotion at a larger scale. Although 

the change towards institution building originated in the three oldest MYRADA projects, it 

spread from there to the other areas through sharing of experiences and cross-project visits of 

staff. Another factor contributing to a change was the emergence of a receptive environment. 

A receptive environment 

In the eighties, the importance of local organisations was discovered by the international 

agencies, international and national donor organisations, and the academic world. An influential 

study was undertaken by Esman and Uphoff (1984) regarding the role of local organisations as 

intermediaries in rural development. Interviews suggest that the role of donors was merely that 

they were passively open to the change as “it was in line with participatory thinking and hence 

not in conflict with donor requirements”. No interviewed staff member remembered any 

contribution or opposition from the donor agencies towards the change to organising people in 

self-help groups around savings and credit.  

It is not a dramatic change, so your reports will start also including this, you know, and 

then you say, the SHG have started. (staff member) 

However, it is not clear to what extent informal or formal discussions with staff of donor 

agencies or other influences may have contributed to a further change in thinking in MYRADA. 

As MYRADA gained experiences and thus felt stronger, it started to interact more with other 

voluntary agencies. The emergence in its environment of NGDOs that focused on organising 

people contributed further to MYRADA’s change in course. Another supporting sign mentioned 

by interviewees was the increased attention of the Indian Government in people’s participation. 

No opposition is reported from the side the communities themselves. In line with Pettigrew et al. 

58 Today, most SAGs are formed by women. 
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(1992), it can be said that the context was receptive for the change in course MYRADA was 

taking.

Internal stakeholders 

Although the overall external environment seemed receptive to the change towards 

community organisation, internally there was a degree of contrariety. This did not come from the 

board, which was convinced seemingly without any obstruction.

We took our board members and let them interact with SHG members. Our board is a 

little bit cautious always, but they are willing to be guided. So they say: “okay you do it 

small and we reflect on it and see how it goes”. (staff member)  

The main dissension came from the staff. In spite of the negative experiences of working with 

cooperatives and the signals emerging from the field, there was initial resistance.  While 

interviewees now report the change as gradual and “rather consultative”, at the time itself, 

apparently pushed to the back of their minds, there were bitter fights with staff members.  

Now, these other people have all been in the field and they were very, very resistant. 

Especially, Willy used to have a lot of really acrimonious arguments and fights. He 

thought that cooperatives are good and if we intensify our efforts, definitely it will get 

better. …. If they are not functioning, it is our efforts that have not been adequate….. He 

was also involved in milk societies and they were very successful. And so he said that is 

another case for cooperatives. And then Al (Fernandez) was discussing with him the 

difference between product cooperatives and credit cooperatives and things like that. .....  

Now Willy was project officer, his thinking could have easily affected his staff also, but by 

name I was not aware of who was opposing (staff member) 

It should be noted that in the first years of the transition towards institution building, 

MYRADA’s staff mainly consisted of technically trained people, who were interested in getting 

results in their own subject, and because of its history, the staff was more oriented towards 

delivering services efficiently. There was thus the fear that convincing people to form groups 

might take too much time, so that the opportunity of the next agricultural seasons would be lost.  
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How these discordances were overcome marks the management style of the new executive 

director. In retrospect, the approach to contrarieties has remained basically similar, although it 

has become more conscious, explicit and systematic over time. On the one hand, the process is 

based on talking, showing, more combined with the power of logic than with fixed ideas.  

When people say no, it is not resistance, because in that process we learn. I also don’t 

have fixed ideas. (Aloysius Fernandez) 

On the other hand, typically, staff is given ample time to experiment, to reflect, or even to 

hold back until they are convinced.  A staff member: 

It did not come like a shift, tomorrow all projects have to start forming groups. There was 

no directive as far as I know. The attitude was ‘start with one and see how it goes’. 

Learning and spreading 

Apart from the time it took to convince the staff at the different levels, MYRADA also used the 

first years to further crystallise its approach within the organisation itself. A period of learning 

followed. Lessons were not always easy as staff struggled to overcome various difficulties. 

Initially, the participants in the groups were those who were interested, and these generally 

turned out to be the more affluent. Staff also strained to find a right size of the groups, which 

initially were called Credit-Management Groups. These gradually evolved into Self Help Groups 

(SHG), and later Self-Help Affinity Groups (SAG), which are informally organised small, 

homogeneous groups focusing initially on savings and credit, but gradually taking up other 

development activities. The litmus test used for evolving the concept was the acceptance of the 

communities.

The first indicator is that people who see some of these experiences adopted it on their 

own. Like SHGs, they come to us and ask “can you start some groups?” If people don’t 

do that then we have some problem. For example, we started windmills, but people 

never came and asked us, so we stopped it. (staff member) 

Besides the executive director, other persons championing SHGs emerged. Once the idea 

gained acceptance, the concept spread. Not like a massive wave, but in small numbers: 
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someone might be forming one or two groups while other activities were still going on. Around 

1987, group formation is said to have spread to all MYRADA projects. 

Going public 

It was only at the end of the eighties or early nineties that MYRADA felt confident enough to 

start talking to others about its approach. NABARD (National Bank for Agriculture and Rural 

Development) was identified as the best agency to help change the national policy so credit 

could be given to groups instead of to individuals.  

We wanted to run SHGs as a successful alternative strategy and to really influence policy, 

so we got NABARD into the picture. The reason why NABARD was brought in was not only 

because of money, but because we felt that with NABARD in the picture we would have a 

much broader vision. That was very strategic, you have to know your job. The Reserve Bank 

of India [RBI] had to change policy and for that you have to go to a national organisation that 

is close to the RBI and also has links to regional rural banks and NABARD is on the board of 

RBI. (Aloysius Fernandez)  

This proved to be a strategic move. Apart from influencing the RBI to develop guidelines for 

Self-Help Groups, NABARD also provided MYRADA with a fund for loans to groups and 

furthermore paid for exposure programmes for bankers. The latter proved to be a very effective 

strategy. By 1990, the first banks started to finance Self-Help groups, which was a major 

breakthrough. Winning over NABARD was helped partly by skilful manoeuvring, partly by fate or 

luck. One major contributing factor was that the chairman of NABARD knew MYRADA well, so 

there was little questioning of its credibility. Aloysius Fernandez wrote case studies and talked in 

various meetings. Furthermore, it is said that in the last 13 years of collaboration with NABARD, 

all the top staff, including the Managing Director and the three General Managers, have been to 

MYRADA for training. 

Building up through a diversified approach 

Although “lessons were discovered slowly”, it should be noted that the MYRADA projects 

were allowed their own approach. This gave MYRADA the chance to experiment under the 
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different project circumstances and to cross-fertilise in case innovations were identified. In this 

way, the major change from technology to focusing on building people’s institutions was 

followed up by changes of a smaller scale and scope. The fact that management remained the 

same over these years helped not only to consolidate the change, but also to project the 

organisation at state and national levels.  

Before 1990, we were implementing projects. Now we are known everywhere not only 

because of fieldwork but also because of sharing through training programmes, etc. Early 

90s, we were still experimenting on SHGs, watersheds and even other programmes. 

Now we are able to upscale, it is no longer a laboratory situation (staff member).

The diversity in approach between projects continued for more than a decade. Even in the 

realm of financial systems, the books were not standardised until volumes of funds at group 

level went up.

Until 1993 or 1994, every project had different types of books. All these were acceptable 

to MYRADA as long as it gave the output wanted (staff member) 

It was only around 1995-96 that MYRADA undertook steps to standardise, among others, its 

training manual for SHGs. It was not until it felt that there was enough material to pull together a 

manual, that various workshops were organised to identify the best approach. Also, the external 

demand for training and training materials from MYRADA had increased and the need was 

shared among its staff. Hence, there was no opposition to the standardisation of the training.  

MYRADA as a relevant actor in sustainable development and civil society building 

In retrospect, the SHGs form the basis and core of all MYRADA’S initiatives in civil society 

building. A major study on the impact of MYRADA’s civil society building activities 

commissioned by a donor concludes that “the efforts in organisation building are quite 

impressive…. Through various civil society building activities, the organisation has been able to 

create an alternative leadership from among the disadvantaged sections of the population.” (de 

Graaf and Srivastava 2001: 22). With regard to the medium- and long-term impact, the study 

concludes that “given the nature of SHGs and the primacy that the organisation has accorded to 

them, one would expect long-term sustainability." (de Graaf and Srivastava 2001: 25) 
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Although as in all development initiatives, it is difficult to establish a linear relationship 

between cause and effect, interviewees agreed that the change away from a technology-

oriented organisation contributed significantly to MYRADA’s effectiveness in sustainable 

development and civil society building. A system of, for example, watershed management is put 

in place that remains even when there is a flood or a drought. The people themselves are 

perceived to be capable to manage and finance development initiatives, especially at the 

community level. Not only the move itself from technology to emphasising people’s institutions, 

but also particularly the way MYRADA undertook to change its development approach has 

contributed to its reputation as a development actor. MYRADA took several years to crystallize 

and polish its approach before it started going more public with it; it thus had a stronger stand to 

sell its message as it had already ‘walked its talk’. MYRADA could back its statements with a 

strong experiential basis. Roping in NABARD as an ‘accomplice’ was a strategic move that 

helped MYRADA to propel itself to the national stage. Its status has been greatly enhanced in 

recognition of its experiences especially with SAGs. MYRADA was requested for help and 

deputation of staff to support other governmental and non-governmental organisations within 

and outside India. Even now, its expertise is called for by the government to provide 

consultancy services regarding SAGs. It has changed its relationship with all stakeholders (see 

also 6.3.1). All this has not been brought about only by its experiences with SAG, but these 

have definitely contributed significantly.  

Nevertheless, it should be repeated that the change to work with small homogeneous groups 

did not come alone, but was supported by and supported other changes. Focusing on 

community organisation brought forth various other changes in the programme and the 

organisation. The SAGs have become the stepping stones in other areas such as watershed or 

health programmes and allowed MYRADA to make further conceptual and operational leaps. 

Capacity building of the community changed the roles of MYRADA’s staff as over time, 

community groups could assume broader responsibilities and activities formerly undertaken by 

MYRADA. Eventually this lead to the reduction in number of staff employed by MYRADA, but 

that smaller number had gained more experience and was capable to assume new tasks. 

5.2.2 From a Direction team to decentralisation 

As MYRADA started out in the 1960s, the immediate need was for efficient and large scale 

action. This was undertaken proficiently by its largely technically oriented staff. Participation of 
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people it worked with was limited to their involvement in implementation. MYRADA’s services 

and organisational set up were oriented towards that situation. 

The early eighties was a time of other great changes. Although not the only factor, these 

were very much influenced by and in turn influenced the programmatic changes. Shifting its 

working approach from technology-oriented to rural development and institution building, and 

the people it worked with from Tibetan refugees to wider sections of rural communities, brought 

consequent changes for the services and approach employed by MYRADA. We will see that 

while these changes initiated in the early eighties, they or their ripples continued well until today. 

In the early eighties. the structure at head office was still designed for the earlier MYRADA. 

Since in those years, there were fewer people in head office, the executive director himself was 

more involved in handling the projects. Although MYRADA’s growing number of projects was 

headed by project officers located in the field, there was a Direction Team who directed the 

projects from its head office. This brought along certain tensions:  

You see, these people [the project officers], you could not simply tell these people what 

to do without a good argument, so as a result there were always certain tensions 

between head office and projects. Only Billy [the first executive director] could balance, 

because Bill everybody simply liked. (staff member).  

Not only was the structure different, the culture of the old MYRADA also contrasted hugely 

with the present one. As open and porous the organisation appears to be now at all levels, as 

barred it was at that time. Although almost forgotten, the first ED had a personal secretary who 

screened his visitors and who even seemed to have limited access for people from the field. 

There were project officers, who could not be seen without first sending in a ‘chit’ or who had 

‘calling bells’ at their desks to call in, for example, a secretary.  

From Direction team to programme officers and decentralisation 

The arrival of a new executive clashed directly with the existing power structures. 

Bill’s style was different, he had a total faith in his people and these people had worked 

with him for years. When Aloysius came, a new person does not have the obligation to 

have faith and then when that person starts saying that we should not be digging so 

many wells, it all added up. ..... If anybody could not cope with the changes and the new 
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ED who questioned the old ways of working and who was looking at other ways to do the 

same thing, it was the Direction Team. (Staff member) 

Within 6 months after the arrival of Aloysius Fernandez, the Direction Team was “postponed 

indefinitely”. In spite of it being a relatively quick and major change, there was no open conflict 

or disruption. Why not? Aloysius Fernandez: 

It is not very complicated, the army people just realised that they had to leave. I don’t 

think that there was much of a choice that time. They had a certain perception that things 

were not going in the way that they wanted to go, so they left. For example, Mohan, he 

was the first to realise. He was so uncomfortable, so uncomfortable. He decided to go, so 

he went far away as a project officer with PLAN [a donor agency] who opened a project 

with MYRADA around that time. I said fine. Then he joined PLAN and left MYRADA.

As the Direction Team was not very popular, there was no particular resistance to its 

disappearance. The new ED issued letters to certain persons making them programme officers 

located at the head office. Gradually, the role of these programme officers was carved out to 

support the project managers, thus laying a basis for transferring responsibilities. 

As gradually the number of projects grew, managing affairs from head office was getting 

more complicated. However, the decision to decentralise was taken not only in response to the 

changing situation, but also based on an internal belief at executive levels that “decentralisation 

is the best way to work and to create space for innovation and space for people to grow”.

Aloysius Fernandez: 

It is a mixture of things. If you would say that the field reality needs decentralisation, but 

you keep your whole approach and ideology centralised, then you cannot decentralise 

effectively. So there is an ideology also. And the board said “good idea, go ahead”. 

Apart from the commitment of the leadership, and the growth in number of projects, an 

interviewed outsider mentions the development discourse as a third factor: 

The 1990s were also when decentralisation was emphasised within organisations and 

governments. I think that if you were a smart organisation, you would pick it up. 
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Decentralising MYRADA’s systems 

A major area of decentralisation concerns MYRADA’s financial, planning and monitoring, and 

personnel systems. Aloysius Fernandez:

We went about it by saying that if you need decentralisation, you need very good 

financial systems, very down-to-earth. We are very clear about that…. Our systems must 

be adequate and constantly upgraded. The more decentralised you are, the better the 

systems should be.

To his luck and foresight, around 1983 he hired a person, first as a secretary, but who soon 

was appointed Chief of Administration, and who turned out to be even more rigorous regarding 

the systems than he was. Although with the introduction of each new improvement, there was 

some opposition, this generally melted away as the results were obtained. In various interviews 

with staff and with external stakeholders, MYRADA’s systems are mentioned as an important 

asset, having contributed greatly to its reputation and the respect and credibility it commands. 

MYRADA even receives staff from the Income Tax Department who are sent there for exposure.  

The first significant changes in financial systems were introduced because of compulsion of 

one of MYRADA’s donors in the projects it supported, but these were quickly adopted by and 

adjusted for the other MYRADA projects.  Other changes followed because the need arose. 

According to one former auditor problems emerged, for example, when watershed management 

programmes were first being implemented as the systems designed for self help groups were 

not suitable. Adjustments to problems were introduced mid-stream. An example is given by the 

Chief of Administration:  

The problem in the Sira project happened around 1995. So we started thinking about 

introducing an internal audit. At the same time, there was some misappropriation in a 

PLAN project. So we changed certain systems. We stopped transferring money directly 

to SAGs. We realised that it is also a burden to them. Ashok joined us around that time. 

He was responsible for introducing certain procedures and systems in PLAN projects. 

The decisions came from Mr. Fernandez and PLAN, but he was responsible for 

developing the systems. From there, it was taken to other projects.  

With regard to MYRADA’s planning and monitoring systems, decentralisation followed the 

changes introduced in other areas. For example, the more capable and skilled staff at field level 



 81 

became, the more planning and monitoring tasks and responsibilities were transferred from 

head office to the projects.  

Human Resources Development 

Other clear decisions were taken regarding human resources development. In the early 

eighties, MYRADA’s staff consisted mainly of technically trained people, who were good at 

delivering services efficiently. With the change in focus towards organising communities, new 

demands were placed on MYRADA’s human resources. New staff was recruited who had 

previous working experiences in other organisations. By bringing in different ideas like, for 

example, working with women or with youngsters, they contributed to the new course MYRADA 

was taking. Also, staff was hired with a different background. They were trained at IRMA 

(Institute for Rural Management, Anand), had a more rigorous academic background and were 

trained to think in a more structured fashion. Aside from hiring a new ‘breed’ of staff, a major 

capacity building programme was launched. Aloysius Fernandez:  

So there were some structural decisions, because it [decentralisation] sounds like a very 

easy thing, but the fact remained that the ground reality showed that if you really wanted 

to empower people, you had to give them far more responsibilities to decide and you 

train them…. That was why we ran a programme in the mid 1980s, called the 

Development Professionals Training Programme. And we followed it up with PAPRO 

[Strengthening of Participatory work processes in development Partnerships]. ..... What

made the change smooth is capacity building and getting the systems correct. You need 

to support people who are resistant. Is there any point in saying that we are a 

decentralised organisation if I have to decide about all purchases in Huthur [a project 

site]? No, but I also cannot just say “you make all the decisions”, so you need to have a 

combination of these things.

At that time one major factor determining receptivity of the context (Pettigrew et al. 1992) 

was the availability of funds.  

The FORD Foundation came to see our project, and asked what I thought that we would 

need. So I wrote ‘Capacity building for the staff’ down on a slip of paper and put it in an 

envelope and I said “when you come back, you can open it”. I never thought, that they 
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would fund capacity building because no donor was funding capacity building……. So 

there was some, I would say, policy there, … but we were lucky. (Aloysius Fernandez) 

In a similar fashion, WARM (Water and Resource Management) was a programme 

supported by SDC, a Swiss donor, in which capacity building was a central activity.  

The harvest, and other changes 

Gradually, MYRADA started to harvest the investments made. More genuine community 

institutions were being established in the nineties, and more innovative ideas are said to have 

been generated in the field from the 1990s. Although, it may not be clear how cause and effects 

are exactly linked, interviewees are convinced that a momentum was built up and continued on 

its own in the 1990s after capacity building of the staff and decentralisation. 

Enhancing capacities of MYRADA’s staff to organise communities in turn resulted in 

increased capacities at community level opening possibilities for the people to assume more 

and more responsibilities. This enabled MYRADA to take a next step to proactively scale down 

the number of staff it employed as many tasks were taken over by the people. So, for MYRADA, 

decentralisation of power, responsibilities and resources did not stop at the lowest level in their 

organisation, but it went on to transfer these to the communities it works with. It is important to 

note, that with maturation, the SAGs manage to mobilise larger funds enabling them to pay, for 

example, for the provision of services by MYRADA, auditors, etc. In some cases, MYRADA has 

deputed staff to people’s organisations, in a way devolving further the say over resources. 

Gradually, the role of MYRADA’s staff became that of a trainer and facilitator and MYRADA 

established a name as a reputed training institution for staff from banks, and governmental and 

non-governmental organisations. Strengthening MYRADA’s systems catalysed other changes.  

We need to have certain basic things in life ..... . If I wasn’t certain that I am not 

necessary, which very few directors can say ”I am not required here for the audit”, then I 

would have to be here. However, I was in Indonesia and Sri Lanka. It requires a certain 

maturity where the systems can run, the organisation can run, so the top people are free 

to do things, but unless that is there, you cannot do it without affecting the projects ..... . 

The top staff does not have to spend time running around raising money, but is free to 

look at certain things, to experiment. (Aloysius Fernandez) 
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And decentralisation laid the basis, among others, to achieve scale. In the 1990s, MYRADA 

started to scale up and at the same time, to move into other areas. An interviewed outsider 

underlines the importance of decentralisation for achieving scale. In his view, an organisation 

cannot achieve scale if decisions have to be constantly monitored from head office. And in 

these times of growing scarcity of funds, achieving scale is a very important issue. Scale has 

contributed greatly to MYRADA achieving a position from which it can negotiate with donors and 

government alike. Many smaller changes followed the decision to decentralise. A staff member:  

It was from 1990 onwards that we started to work more and more with networks and 

bilateral projects with government and others [such as NGDOs]. These changes took 

place because MYRADA started thinking what is the use if only we do this work? It needs 

to be replicated on a much wider scale. At the same time, there was a demand from 

others to open projects in many places. But we decided to build capacities of like- 

minded institutions to work in a similar manner.  

Many other examples can be cited, cascading changes, one happening after or parallel to 

the other. And consequent to centrally-led decentralisation and capacity building, these changes 

were often introduced by the projects. The dynamics changed from ‘top-down’ to more network-

like within the organisation itself. Changes were triggered in different locations at different levels 

by different people which were spread in a more horizontal manner. Examples are project heads 

or sector officers who visited other project locations and brought back the innovations 

developed there. 

When the head office recognises the importance of an innovation by a project, an 

encouragement can be given through, for example, a letter or a circular to all projects about the 

approach contributing to a further spreading of the innovation sometimes to the organisational 

level. While none of the individual changes can be said to be wide-scope or strategic in nature, 

most seem to contribute to the success of a wider change from which they derive or to ‘amass’ 

to a next major change. This is the case with, for example, the changes that accumulatively 

allowed MYRADA to project itself on the national and international level. Aloysius Fernandez: 

It [activities in other countries] began at a stage when we felt confident that we have 

done something, that the self help group strategy is a success, that the watershed 

strategy is a success, I think it came at a certain level of maturity…Until 1995, most of 

our time was spent on finances. After 1995, it happened more and more.
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A smooth change 

Some important observations have to be made about the period of decentralisation. Although 

at the time, uneasiness and doubts in varying intensity may have accompanied the different 

changes, it has to be noted that MYRADA went through a period of intensive and major 

changes seemingly without any significant disruptions. Various factors contributed to this fact.  

Firstly, it is important to note that although from the eighties, the demand for skills was 

changing quickly, a rationale governed the decision to keep a number of the old guard within 

MYRADA.  Aloysius Fernandez  

I don’t know about balance, I was one of the people who had to introduce these changes 

in a way that did not disturb the organisation and enabled it to keep it on its growth track. 

How? That is why I mentioned that there is continuity. It is not balancing, but how do you 

introduce changes without destroying the organisation and weakening its thrust towards 

its objective.......  In terms of some senior staff, there has been continuity. I mean the 

younger crowd, the old crowd, the army people have all gone. Among the younger crowd 

there were two types. Some who have really contributed to the new MYRADA, and some 

who have been a load, because they have not been able to cope with the new demands 

of all these changes. If I go, they all will be sacked, I am sure, but we took them, because 

they have been in the institution. .....  It is part of Indian culture also, not to throw people 

out, who have been with you for years, unless they are dishonest.  

Continuity was also taken care of at the level of the board where new persons were taken on, 

but others remained, like the chairman who has been on the board since the early eighties. 

Continuity also applies to the executive director. MYRADA has known only two executive 

directors except for a short stint when an administrator was appointed for a period of six 

months. The first director remained so for fifteen years, the second has been holding the 

position for the last eighteen years.  

Although not explicitly pointed out in the interviews, a last important contribution to continuity 

came from MYRADA’s mission statement. A first version was drafted in 1985, and subsequently 

revised around 1987-88, both times during a session of the Development Professionals Training 

Programme. Since then, it has not changed significantly. The mission statement has greatly 

contributed in holding together and orienting MYRADA’s actions even at the level of individual 

staff members.  
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Once I was about to do something stupid. I was asked to see whether my action was on 

par with the mission, and I suddenly realised my folly. After that, whenever I do 

something new, I crosscheck my action with this yardstick. (staff member) 

Secondly, it is important to highlight the role played by donor agencies.  Although 

consciously or unconsciously, the role of donor agencies is generally glossed over by 

interviewed staff members, during important moments, these have provided the organisation 

with crucial resources.  

To cope with all this, we needed funds to support the institution. That was the first thing, 

because the shift was there, we needed funds to build up. These were what I call strategic 

interventions that helped us to cope with these changes. One was the CIDA [Canadian 

International Development Agency] grant for salaries and so, then came the FORD 

Foundation, that was for capacity building59. Then came the Swiss grant, which was also for 

capacity building. And then came Novib when there was a need again for capacity building 

and organisational strengthening. All had impact on our survival. (Aloysius Fernandez) 

Nevertheless, Aloysius Fernandez played a crucial role in towing the organisation through a 

period of great difficulties when the organisation was said to be driven by projects. He has a 

long-standing reputation in the development field, among government, donors and non-

governmental organisations alike. A donor representative: 

Al’s larger than life reputation, his recognition in the development field and his leadership 

track record are all great assets to MYRADA. 

This special relationship with donor agencies has continued until the present day. Aloysius 

Fernandez says, for example: 

CIDA is my old organisation, whenever we start with something new, they support us. 

A third important factor that contributed to a smooth transition, is the fact that until now 

signals of imminent changes in the context are effectively picked up. Although others, including 

board members, play a role too, again, the main ‘antenna’ is the executive director.  

59 That is, the first Development Professionals Training Programme which also helped MYRADA to develop a 
second-line leadership. 
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It is my job as an executive director to pick up these signals, that is why there is an ED. 

Otherwise MYRADA would be a mess by now. My job is to know when to pick something 

up and when not. This is not a government organisation. I particularly keep myself free. I 

may be walking around with my pipe, but I am thinking. ..... 

He mentions especially informal talks as his main sources of information.  

All strategic foresights have to be picked up in informal gatherings. By the time a policy in 

writing comes, it is too late ..... . One reason that there have been no sudden changes, is 

because we have seen the messages.  

The ED not only is the main filter for the organisation, but also plays a significant role in 

translating signals in usable information. He explains: 

Once you pick up the signals, you write an analysis of it, what you think will be the 

impact of the signals. And you present it to the board. And that creates a reaction, 

saying “we will raise it in Delhi, and we will do this and that”. And then you raise it with 

your staff. ”This is the movement, what are we going to do, do you have some kind of 

strategy?” And then they come with a strategy and you try to find the funds for it.

It has to be noted that in MYRADA, this strategic leadership is combined with an operational 

leadership and staff that is or is being helped to become capable of, for example, translating 

visions into concrete experiments and changing practices.  Furthermore, as staff and board are 

involved almost from the moment signals are being picked up, and participate in contemplating 

possible strategies, none seem to feel that there are real dilemmas involved in responding to 

situations. Furthermore, projects are free to introduce the identified solution or improvement at 

an experimental scale, or at a stage when they feel more convinced. There seems to be a 

relaxed attitude towards this diversity.  

Even now, there is resistance to any new thing, like Resource Centres. Yasmin, she is a 

very strong convert to Resource Centres, Lathamala has very strong views about how 

nothing is clear, so we should not be pushing it so much. Al, now as then, has left it really 

to us. Like, for example, on my projects, I am waiting for the debate to be a little bit more 

resolved before pushing it on my projects. He says “that is fine, if you are convinced, you 

start working on it”. So it has been like that (staff member).   
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The following section describes in detail the current period of transition and MYRADA’s 

evolving response to the challenges it presents. 

5.3 Current Transition period60

5.3.1. An increasingly changing context 

Increasing influences of a globalising world? 

Until recently, MYRADA worked in a relatively stable environment. Its niche especially 

related to self help groups and building people’s institutions was little challenged. MYRADA’s 

major international donors did not change significantly over the past twenty or so years, and a 

certain degree of openness and respect from the government were there from the beginning. 

Furthermore, internally, there was continuity at the executive level and also at the level of senior 

programme and project staff.  

As its chair observes reflectively, in the past five or six years, the pace of changes in 

MYRADA’s environment has intensified and in addition, the changes often come 

simultaneously, affecting multiple aspects at the same time. Moreover, changes and the course 

they are taking are not clearly identified or identifiable. As he observes: 

Now the whole thing is so compressed, things may change in a completely different way, 

very quickly. 

As a result, predictions and interpretations of events or trends by interviewees sometimes 

contradict. Furthermore, it should be noted that, for example, global forces impact on 

MYRADA’s context in a particular form, but are modulated by other including local, national and 

regional dynamics, often masking the origin of changes. No one doubts that the Indian rural 

economy is increasingly being influenced by globalisation like, for example, the liberalisation of 

the import of many agricultural goods. However, it is less clear whether the increased funding by 

the World Bank of development programmes of the Indian government is a result of 

globalisation or not.  

60 It is impossible to identify an exact date or year of beginning of the current transition period. More or less, an 
intensification of changing can be observed from 2001 onwards. Processes of changing that have taken place after 
the last field visit in August 2003, have not been incorporated here.  
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When asked about important trends or changes in the development context in India, 

globalisation is mentioned as one of the change factors, but at this point in time does not seem 

to dominate other factors. More important for an organisation like MYRADA is the ‘blending’ of 

factors into one context where some forces catch the attention but are difficult to isolate from 

others  which at that particular time seem to prevail less. It depends on the top people in an 

organisation to identify a particular trend or change as being or becoming important and put it 

into the limelight (see ‘Sense-making of change factors by MYRADA’).  

Notwithstanding a divergence in opinion, interviewees concur on the importance of certain 

changes for NGDOs like MYRADA. All agree in that funding patterns are changing in a 

fundamental manner. In general, the level of funding for development work is diminishing, with 

agricultural development being a main victim. Despite this overall decrease, funding in relative 

or even absolute terms has increased for certain areas like Africa, Eastern Europe or sectors 

such as emergency aid. Also, especially since the WTO-flop in Seattle, activist NGDOs are said 

to receive increased funding at the expense of development-oriented organisations. 

Furthermore, more and more bilateral and multilateral donor agencies fund programmes 

through the Indian Government thereby requiring an increased involvement of especially the 

NGDO sector. Donor agencies themselves are wrestling with new challenges thereby in turn 

affecting the course of their southern partners.   

Another agreed change is the negative impact of globalisation on the agricultural sector. 

Especially in this area, fairness is said to be absent. Heavy subsidisation of the agricultural 

sector in the West, preferential treatment and multinational control of the market and of 

commodities are said to reduce the chances of the Third World to grow in the agricultural sector. 

Unfortunately, it is in the agricultural sector where the poverty is the largest. As India’s poor are 

mainly occupied in a rural economy, the opening of India’s markets, and access to resources 

like land and water will affect especially their livelihoods.  

Although opinions differ regarding an increase or decrease of attention for poverty in a 

globalising world, all agree that the livelihoods of the poor and their food security are 

increasingly under threat. ‘Indian’ forces, such as the decreasing availability of water and 

agricultural land, add to these pressures on the livelihoods of the poor. 

A third agreed change is the rapid increase in movement, of people, of information and 

knowledge, resulting in changing opportunities and threats, attitudes and mindsets. Learning 

and sharing may increase but also the degree of competition. An important role in this is played 

by a swiftly expanding Information and Communication Technology sector. Although not 

mentioned consistently or very explicitly, it also results in changes in horizontal and vertical 
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relationships. An interviewee mentions that better informed and aware people refuse to be taken 

for granted and more often put their claims to, e.g. the panchayats or other government bodies. 

For development organisations such as MYRADA, decisions by the Indian Government form 

important contextual factors that can decisively limit or expand their working area. In general, 

interviewees are happy with the increased space that NGDOs have been allowed. However, it 

has to be observed that a few interviewees, especially those positioned at executive level, 

express a deeper understanding or better, gut feeling for the movements of the Government. 

While, it is stressed that changes and their consequences have not yet crystallised, certain 

trends like outsourcing are clearly visible. Services that were earlier provided by the 

Government are now being marketised while Government itself has become a big purchaser of 

goods and services. This buying and selling of services and goods is said to lead to decisions 

by the Government to be based more and more on market principles, thereby affecting its 

humanity. Similarly, it is speculated that government will retreat from poverty eradication 

programmes and focus only on providing the physical, legal and other infrastructure. While this 

is not necessarily due to globalisation, it certainly changes the concept of nation-state as 

perceived by its founders (chapter 4).  

The changing playing field 

Apart from NGDOs themselves, the main stakeholders that play a role in sustainable 

development and civil society building are the Indian Government, national or foreign donors 

and the communities (with their organisations). Although each actually consists of a group of 

stakeholders, here the principal changes are described that emerged in the interviews. 

Regarding the Indian Government, it is important to note that it not only forms an important 

contextual change factor for many Indian NGDOs, but that it is itself also an actor of 

considerable weight at the different political levels. Its budget is, for example, a many fold of 

what other stakeholders can contribute and the Indian state apparatus while shrinking, is still 

extensive and intricate of character.  

In general, governance is said to have changed, and particularly the speed with which 

processes – sometimes forced – take place. Communication and information technologies are 

said to contribute to quick changes in the way the country is being governed. Some 

interviewees express concerns about possible developments. They doubt whether effects on 

employment, on equality, and poverty will be taken into consideration. Yet, it is also stressed 
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that India is a very large and complex nation with many states and many bureaucratic layers 

resulting in different effects for different sectors and groups. While certain functions and 

responsibilities are reserved for the Central Government, state governments can independently 

take decisions over many other areas. Differences in perception about the roles and functions of 

government between different states, but also between different sectors or bodies result in a 

wide range of policies, attitudes and approaches within the Indian Government. In some states, 

international companies are invited with open arms, while other states behave more reluctantly. 

The same applies to developmental policies or policies concerning the poor. Furthermore, some 

governments or government bodies may feel more affinity than others with a growing market-

orientation resulting in a possible further distancing of the government from the poor and 

shrinking of the state apparatus as such. At the same time, the aspirations of people are said to 

be also rising. Combined with a growing assertiveness, it is increasing the pressure on 

Government to deliver its promises. There is no clear answer in which way the situation may 

evolve, but one direction is said to be a further expansion and deepening of Government 

regulations. 

For an organisation like MYRADA that is active at national, state and lower levels, relations 

with Government are complex, sometimes contradictory, but always dynamic. District officials 

may be open to MYRADA’s contribution contrary to some officials within the state 

administration, or the central government may be supportive, while some district officials think 

NGDOs are a nuisance. 

Donors are other stakeholders on the development scene. For some years now, especially 

Northern NGDOs themselves are wrestling with the changing environment. The struggles lead 

them, for example, to form coalitions in which relationships with long-standing partners in the 

South no longer fit, or require a different shape. Many new coalitions have seen the light in the 

past few years. Few agencies continue to operate on their own. Most have formed regional or 

international conglomerates, often to move into new areas like campaigning internationally or 

fund raising. On the other hand, donor agencies report an increasing competition as a response 

to decreasing funding by conventional governmental or private sources. A lot of creative energy 

is going into the search for new funding sources. The increased competition is paired with rising 

demands for professionalisation and pressures on development agencies to produce more 

tangible results, to streamline their systems, to focus, and so on. In turn, this often results in 

saying farewell to partnerorganisations that cannot or do not wish to deal with the changing 

donor criteria or requests, for example, to augment the attention to advocacy activities, to enter 

in new kind of coalitions, or to become financially less dependent. 
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Although in general, it is said that there is more space for NGDOs to participate in 

government programmes even at the policy formulating level, the scenario is not entirely 

positive for the NGDO sector. Aloysius Fernandez says with regard to the Indian government:: 

Government’s approach to NGDOs is very ambiguous. It shifts grounds, so one doesn’t 

really know. And the policies of the Government of India are very much shaped by 

security measures. Today they were saying all the money for education institutions from 

abroad should come to one account, which again is driven by security measures.   

The decreasing direct funding from international donor agencies and the resulting 

competition on the one hand, and the increasing funding through government programmes on 

certain conditions resulting, for example, in a mushrooming of fraudulent NGDOs lead to a 

confusing and dynamic battlefield. In 2002, VANI, the one NGDO federation in India with some 

credibility, launched the Credibility Alliance, bringing together NGDOs who wish to stress their 

trustworthiness (Credibility Alliance core group et al. 2002). In the search for new funding 

sources, NGDOs knock at the door of for-profit organisations, with the risk of ending up ‘selling 

their soul to the devil’. Independent of changes in funding patterns, NGDOs also react to their 

changing environment by re-orienting their field of action. As they perceive their mission or 

objectives to be affected by the changes, they move towards new working areas. Some move 

towards actions at the international level, such as organising or hosting conferences, others get 

involved in activities with a greater chance of getting funded such as those related to combating 

Aids. An interviewed donor representative predicts that: 

In a changing scenario, NGDOs should have more backbone, otherwise they will be 

loosing out. NGDOs that can leverage and link seem to have a bright future, NGDOs that 

only look at themselves, may not survive.

Organisations like MYRADA recognise that before the huge challenge there is a growing and 

increasingly pressing need to work more intensively with other organisations. At the same time, 

there is also a growing pressure on NGDOs to ‘professionalise’. A staff member of MYRADA 

states that, for example, the demand from NGDOs has increased for capacity building in areas 

like auditing, planning, and other improvements of the organisation’s systems. The risk is that 

because of all these demands NGDOs loose a balanced view of the changes that are needed 

and become too inward-looking. 
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Like with other actors, it is the simultaneity of changes that NGDOs are struggling with. The 

demand to ‘improve’ the organisational functioning, to streamline the systems etc. comes 

together with the pressure to deliver more and more tangible or sometimes even different 

products. At the same time, their funding base is being eroded, resulting in a decreased space 

to experiment or to make mistakes.  

For the rural poor with whom MYRADA works primarily, the situation is also fluid. Changes 

are taking place whose consequences are not always well understood by the people 

themselves nor by agencies that support them. Various trends or phenomena are important to 

highlight. Firstly, the education level has changed importantly, in turn influencing people’s 

participation and expectation.  

I think there is a certain generation that is coming up, which is now educated much more 

than their parents were. These are also people that I see as hungry for information. They 

are fairly well informed…..  In a way, our work with them would be different from the 

previous generation. It is not so much basic as it was, they have questions about the 

macro. ..... So, this is something we have to be prepared for, right now. (staff member) 

Secondly, thanks to television and an increased access to other media, and also to a 

strengthened economic position in the communities where MYRADA works, a change in lifestyle 

is visible. The combination with a heightened awareness of the people and skills to participate in 

public life is making the earlier neglected rural poor more attractive for the outside world. 

Interviewees report trends whose medium- or long-term consequences are not clear, such as 

the hiring of women as marketing agents by business people. Also, the SAGs have been 

discovered as a platform, and group meetings are being invaded in some places by politicians 

or religious leaders.  

In the agricultural sector, changes and their effects are equally vague and the situation is 

fluctuating. Examples are the introduction of contract farming, and the move into rural areas of 

international agricultural business. While interviewed staff members of MYRADA express fear 

that care for the quality of natural resources may diminish, there is no clear notion yet about 

other direct and indirect consequences. Various sectors have been affected by the opening of 

India’s markets, like sericulture or the milk sector. However, there is at the same time a 

tendency to generalise and attribute, for example, all price falls to liberalisation of the economy. 

Interviewees question furthermore whether recent changes are clear for people, e.g. that crops 

that they have been growing for years may now have been patented, or that there may be an 
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international law restricting the establishment of a village food processing business. There is a 

shared fear that within this changing scenario, communal and religious tensions will intensify.  

A relatively new stakeholder is the for-profit sector. Although philanthropic activities have 

been undertaken by businesses almost as long as they exist, their playing field has been 

changing profoundly as well over the past years. One aspect is the retreating and changing 

Government, inviting national, but more and more also international enterprises to assume roles 

it previously undertook. The resulting intensification in competition between domestic and 

international businesses is another change that is impinging upon the sector. In general, 

interviewees do not mention many relationships between the non-profit and the for-profit sector 

apart from fund raising experiences. However, one interviewee brings up the recent 

phenomenon of ‘corporate social responsibility’. While there seems to be a growing corporate 

attention for the rural areas, it is not clear whether and how this will infringe upon the areas 

where NGDOs traditionally have been active.  

Sense-making of change factors by MYRADA 

Two things stand out in the turbulent times MYRADA is currently going through. One is the 

speed and the unpredictability of changes. The other is the broad- and far-reaching nature of 

the changes, affecting MYRADA’s resource basis, the communities it works with, the technology 

basis, and the actors it works with or relates to like the government, the corporate sector, the 

NGDO-sector.

Out of the complex and intricate labyrinth of sometimes overlapping, local, state-level, 

regional and international change factors, those factors have to be identified or distilled that 

make sense to a development-oriented organisation. For MYRADA, some current changes 

seem to be touching the heart of its identity. Guided by its mission, a major interest of MYRADA 

has been the sustainability of the work undertaken and in particular of the organisations of the 

poor it has been promoting. Hence, at the level of its operations, it has identified as a vital 

priority the current multi-dimensional and dynamic changes that are taking place in the rural 

areas and especially in the agricultural sector. These concern not only possibly devastating 

socio-economic and political effects of a globalising agricultural economy, but also the effects of 

changes on the natural resources that form the foundation of the livelihoods of the poor. 

At the level of its own functioning, the changing financial flow has resulted in a major shift in 

long-time supporting agencies. Very recently, PLAN, its major donor for many years, has 
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decided to move operations to the North of India. A phase-out plan has been developed and is 

now being implemented. EZE, another agency that has supported MYRADA for years, has 

joined hands with other organisations resulting in saying farewell to MYRADA. This has 

triggered deep reflections and debates beyond the resource base, including aspects of 

MYRADA’s roles in relation to, for example, donor agencies, its collaboration with government 

and the corporate sector, and networking with peer organisations.  

A third and related change concerns the shifts in governmental programmes.: 

It is not because of the withdrawal of EZE and PLAN, that there is a need to get more 

governmental funding, but because the whole structure of programme development in 

South-India has moved into multi- and bilateral funding. Therefore MYRADA has also 

moved into that direction. (Aloysius Fernandez)

Interviewees find the change in orientation away from poverty equally disturbing. Decisions 

are said to be more and more taken on market principles, globally and in India where policies 

are moving towards marketisation of the entire system. Aloysius Fernandez thinks that the 

government will gradually move out of all development programmes and only provide the 

infrastructure. For an organisation like MYRADA, that on the one hand increasingly receives 

Government funding and on the other hand includes influencing policy as an explicit aim in its 

mission statement, ‘government watching’ is a crucial albeit not formal nor explicit activity. 

For MYRADA, sense-making is not a one-time event, but takes place in a continuous 

process of analysing flows of information and capturing that which may be important. This 

process is vital to an organisation’s present-day and future effectiveness. Nevertheless, it is not 

so easy to decipher the process itself, not for outsiders nor for insiders. A great part has to do 

with gut-feelings and a broad experiential basis, and attempts to analyse or explain the process 

in a more explicit way are sometimes met with a degree of objection. 

It cannot be denied that the executive director plays a pivotal role in the process of identifying 

and sifting of information. However, what is clear from observations and interviews is that 

meetings are crucial for the effectiveness of the analysis process. Within MYRADA, especially 

informal meetings offer quick opportunities to exchange information picked up by staff members 

in, for example, training courses or visits and sound out their usefulness.  

As with the process of sifting and identifying information, formulating an answer is also a 

process and one that again is not a one-time stand, but evolves over time. In both processes of 

information gathering and of formulating an answer gut-feelings play a very important role, as 
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various MYRADA staff point out and as is stressed by its ED. The dynamics and other aspects 

of this process of formulating a response is described more in detail in the next sections.  

5.3.2 MYRADA’s evolving response 

The information gathered has to be translated into new or adapted ways of working towards 

the economic and social empowerment of the poor, including ways of how to organise the 

organisation internally and externally to achieve its mission more efficiently or effectively. 

Typically, change factors, the resulting existential questions, and possible responses are 

perceived as inter-related. For an organisation like MYRADA, they cannot and have not been 

discussed as separate changes nor are answers presented as a single-aspect response.  

What then has been MYRADA’s response to this quickly and radically changing 

environment? It has to be underlined, that there is no one single answer. As the changes affect 

many dimensions of MYRADA’s work and furthermore are often inter-related, there are also 

many aspects to be covered by MYRADA. Furthermore, as the environment keeps changing, 

MYRADA’s response evolves too. In consequence, as some phenomena are relatively recent, 

thoughts have not crystallised, and hence the course MYRADA’s wishes to take is not yet 

carved out and we are able only to see sketches of a possible path.  

In the below sections, some of the principles are highlighted that seem to guide MYRADA’s 

evolving response. 

A principled response

While developing an answer is also a continuous process, from MYRADA’s history and from 

the preferences and beliefs grown and nurtured over time, it is already clear, that certain 

principles stand out in its evolving response.  

While the changes could have disturbed many people, MYRADA has reacted more like a 

tortoise than as a tiger, which, I think, is a positive thing. You can change completely to 

Aids if donors want Aids, but we have reacted like a tortoise. In fact, MYRADA wants to 

be rather among the elderly statesmen, than among the mushrooming NGDOs that are 

jumping on it. .....  I see MYRADA as playing a game of judo. It is the style that they have 

developed, not to fight upfront, but to take another root which can grow. .....  I don’t 
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visualise a big change, short of an upheaval, but there will be transformation. MYRADA 

will find its way through a maze of changes. (Chair of MYRADA’s board)

This ’playing a judo game’ is clearly seen in MYRADA’s response to the effects for the poor 

of globalisation of the Indian economy. While many NGDOs choose to go global too, MYRADA 

has decided to develop and strengthen a local economy. 

A second principle is to remain a relatively small organisation, despite pressures from, for 

example, donor agencies. The chair of the board:  

Now the whole thing is compressed, things may change in a completely different way 

very quickly, therefore we should build flexible institutions with very quick reflexes. It is 

like driving a scooter: you don’t know who you will encounter, you just will have to deal 

with that the moment itself. .....  There is a considerable difference between large and 

small organisations. Government state apparatus is the largest organisation in whatever 

country and the size of the government of India is far larger than the largest company in 

India. One thing that is characteristic for a large organisation is that its movements are 

small, like the elephant, not like the gazelle. So where does MYRADA stand? If its 

ambitions go up, it will loose its flexibility. So it is the organisation’s imperative to remain 

small and do good work. This is not a popular view: people say we should expand.

Another principle followed is that everything has to be tested and proven in the field. 

So, an idea does not just remain that, but the next question would always be “what does 

it mean for the three people in the village, or our SAG members or our Resource 

Centres?”…. That is a positive thing about MYRADA. It is just not a place where ideas 

float around, ideas get shaped, get hands and feet. They may succeed, they may fail, but 

they always get some kind of hands and feet. (staff member) 

Related to this view is that influencing policy should be based on concrete experiences. 

There is a shared feeling among staff that activism on its own does not work in India. 

Hence, people in MYRADA feel that although efforts to influence policy are intensifying, 

work at the grass roots should not be abandoned. 

A fourth, related principle applied by MYRADA is that of using its mission statement as the 

compass. It is constantly being referred by both field as well as head office staff and has 

provided the organisation with a consciously chosen steady beacon.  
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Features of MYRADA’s response: choices made and the resulting positioning 

As stated earlier, changes in the environment that are identified by MYRADA as important 

are the multidimensional changes including globalisation of agriculture that are impacting upon 

the rural sector, the changing financial flows in development cooperation, and the changes in 

government and governance.  

In relation to its changing environment, MYRADA is gradually introducing changes in the way 

it translates its mission into concrete strategies and actions. In the view of MYRADA’s ED, as far 

as in India is concerned, a key area to overcome poverty is the strengthening of an integrated 

agricultural system including marketisation. A second area is the development of technical skills 

to build a rural economy through an informal system as the formal system is not inclusive of the 

poor and agriculture cannot absorb all the labour force. A third area are the people’s institutions 

promoted by MYRADA. In this view, education and health are perceived to be supporting 

sectors. MYRADA’s role is to intervene technically in all this, and to build up social institutions 

with the structures and the linkages required. Aloysius Fernandez stresses that MYRADA’s idea 

of multi-issues approach differs from earlier approaches because “not only does the 

organisation look at the entire range of issues that are involved in an integrated fashion, but 

there will be people’s control through their own institutions, people’s production, localised 

marketing, appropriate technology, proper water management, proper soil management”.  

  Contrary to NGDOs that venture into the international arena or link the communities they 

work with international agencies, MYRADA has opted for a local response in reaction to or 

better, in anticipation of globalisation especially of the agricultural sector. The intended move is 

articulated by MYRADA’s executive director as follows:  

These three factors, heavy subsidisation, preferential treatment and control of the market 

… are the basic issues [limiting agricultural growth of third world countries in a globalising 

world]. How to challenge these? There is no way you can do it…….. One thing is getting 

more and more clear, that unless we are able to build local level institutions of people; 

unless we are able to make them as self-sufficient as possible in terms of inputs for 

agriculture and other things; and unless we begin to get ‘buy Indian’-attitudes in terms of 

people buying local products, and in a way build up a very, very local economy, poor 

people will be in a very bad shape. ..... You can go on criticising the WTO and so on, but 

I don’t think you can win the battle. You can postpone the battle. And in the meantime, 

while our agriculture gets integrated into the world system, while the battle should go on, 

we should use this time to build these local economies. This fighting the battle is not 
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enough, we have to demonstrate and build. The core strategy is through people’s 

institutions, where they control their markets and their purchase.

An important new concept, which is being promoted in this context is the Resource Centre 

(RC). Although the concept is still being explored and many aspects remain unclear, so far the 

essence of the idea is that Resource Centres form the springboard to achieve autonomous 

people’s organisations and in consequence, MYRADA’s withdrawal from certain geographical 

areas and certain functions. The centres will have their own pool of skills and resources and 

service a number of community groups like SAGs who, in turn, will pay for these services, 

thereby making the centres self-financing. So-called Community Resource Persons (CRP) are 

being trained to take over certain responsibilities from MYRADA staff. Both centres and 

resource persons build on experiences and capacities within the communities that have been 

obtained over a relatively long period of time. Early experiences are said to be very 

encouraging. Furthermore, Aloysius Fernandez envisions Resource Centres to assume a major 

role in creating a localised economy:  

RCs are based very locally on 2500 member groups with their collaboration of 8000 to 

10.000 people. We can build that up to local markets. …If a family can produce for 8000 

people, they have enough income, provided the people can buy. And the family can 

produce it without having to go into big production.  

Parallel to this move towards localisation, there also is a growing emphasis on strengthening 

the degree of self-reliance, both at the level of the communities and people’s organisations, as 

well as at the level of MYRADA itself. Although this was partly triggered by the decision of a 

major donor to end its partnership with MYRADA, it is embedded in MYRADA’s history to strive 

for autonomy.

At the level of the people’s institution, the Resource centres will form the ultimate layer 

through which people’s organisations can function. Resource Centres will have their own 

resource base through the collection of fees and payments of services. In line with its 

experiences with already established people’s organisations, the idea for the moment is that a 

MYRADA staff will head the RC. However, Community Resource Persons are being trained to 

assume executive and other positions in the near future.  

At the level of MYRADA, a newly piloted concept in this regard is the CIDOR, the Centre for 

Institutional Development and Organisational Reform. While it is not clear what will be the 

defining features of or criteria for a CIDOR, the emerging idea is that MYRADA’s training 
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centres will not only become self-financing, but also generate funds to support other non-CIDOR 

staff. Through provision of training programmes to communities, NGDOs and government 

organisations, some CIDORs have already been able to achieve break-even.

It is important to note that not only are steps being taken to enhance financial independence 

of MYRADA and of the people’s institutions, but that this is accompanied by a change in 

attitudes and mindset. From initially being taken aback by the funding crises, interviewees now 

express pride for not only having ‘survived’ the crises, but through the experience to have 

proven themselves to be capable of sustaining the activities. 

It was a big shock, but I tell you that we started to think differently. Because it is now full 

of programmes, no problem. And we now know what to do next time, how it should be 

handled. We are taking it positively and changing our scenario. Our project is now raising 

lots of local contribution and has so much money. …. We can reduce dependency by 

associating with the local government, tap locally available resources, and see where we 

could fit in. (staff member)  

A third move in relation to the changing scenario, is the multiplication of relationships with a 

broadening range of stakeholders to work consistently towards MYRADA’s mission. A strategy 

that has been followed for years is to depute senior staff members to (semi) governmental 

organisations, mostly at their request. In addition, MYRADA has promoted networking especially 

at local and district level. The more recently introduced district approach, for example, aims at 

forming networks at district level to share information, for capacity building, to harmonise 

approaches, to access funds, etc.  

Another thing is happening in the changing scenario. Each programme is having a 

hundred partners. Each time, we are referred to another team, and each NGDO is 

different, the agricultural department, all together we have to work. That coordination is 

there, and that is the need of the time also. We need to have a strategy to work together. 

(staff member) 

Furthermore, there is recognition, at least at the executive level within MYRADA, of the 

need to invest in networking, not only with peer NGDOs or with governmental agencies, but 

also with especially the sympathetic part of the private sector. Some tentative initiatives 

have been developed. Even so, thoughts and experiments are yet to be translated into a 
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consistent practice of collaboration within a multi-stakeholder, integrated multi-systems 

approach.

5.3.3  The change process

The previous paragraphs describe three manoeuvres by MYRADA to work towards its 

mission in the wake of (anticipated) shifts in its environment: localisation, enhancing self-

reliance and intensifying networking. Over especially the past two, three years, many changes 

have been introduced at various levels to respond to altering demands. The following 

paragraphs describe two important changes: scaling up of outreach, and human resources 

development. Both form part of change processes set into motion by MYRADA to enable it to 

achieve the desired manoeuvres. It is important to note that the relationships between the 

change processes and the manoeuvres are neither unilateral nor uni-dimensional. For example, 

capacity building of both communities and staff contribute to localisation, self-reliance and 

increased networking. Furthermore, it should be stressed that the changes themselves should 

be seen as interrelated and mutually influencing. To illustrate: scaling up outreach cannot take 

place without strengthening and where needed changing staff skills, and as skills to work with 

larger programmes grow, the number of requests to take up similar programmes increases. 

Two major changes 

At the systems level, changes have been introduced in the past few years to cope with a 

reducing number of staff while still increasing the scale of outreach. A staff member:  

Our working pattern has changed. Now, there is one monitoring officer for the whole 

district for one programme. You cannot go everywhere, so we identified the critical areas. 

If you monitor these, this will cover many more areas and you will save a lot of time. So 

we have developed that. One monitoring officer cannot go out and meet everybody, he 

has to make his comments basically correct and send it to everybody. Then you follow up 

on that. Out of ten suggestions you have given, you again follow up on two. If they have 

done for two, you assume that they have done for ten. These are all strategies. 
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A strategy used at programme level to adjust to the new circumstances is the so-called 

district approach whereby MYRADA stimulates the forming of a network that involves all 

governmental and non-governmental agencies, and extends capacity building, helps in 

mobilising funds and other services. A staff member: 

Our staff has not increased, our administration costs has not increased, but we are able to 

reach a larger population. This networking has started in most of the districts. We are 

trying to initiate a network of development organisations, see that everybody is in, build 

their capacities in the field, develop common interests, identify the Government 

programmes which fit. That way we are able now to cover the total district with fewer staff.

Yet another strategy is by building on the capacities now available with the communities 

MYRADA works with. At the same time, this strategy aims to fulfil the requirements resulting 

from the decision to develop a local response. While earlier each staff member used to work 

with ten, fifteen or maximum twenty groups, today, one staff can often reach out to hundred and 

fifty or two hundred groups through the Resource Centres. These centres are staffed by CRPs, 

who are persons from the communities who have been working for a long time as, for example, 

a bookkeeper and who has experience with financial institutions. They know how to keep books, 

how to conduct meetings, how to go to government departments, etc. These people are now 

being trained by MYRADA into CRPs who can work independently with a minimum guidance 

from MYRADA. In that way, MYRADA is able to increase its outreach without increasing its staff 

and overhead costs. 

The scaling up of outreach and political influence brings along the need for other significant 

changes at the level of MYRADA’s staff. Various strategies are being followed to introduce 

changes. At the head office, a fast track is being used to propel staff to senior positions that are 

becoming vacant or are being created. A staff member:  

Now it has become clear, new people are joining. Consciously, it is done. For example, 

Meenakshi is coordinator for a bigger programme. Maybe for such a programme, Yasmin 

would have been a better person. It was given to Meenaskhi, but for 1,5 years, she was 

supported by all senior staff here to deliver that. So now, Meenakshi is capable of 

handling the project alone. Same thing is now happening with Padmini.
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At the field level, the development or strengthening of a second line management has just 

started through the implementation of an intensive capacity building programme, the 

Development Professionals Training Programme II, the first one having taken place in the1980s. 

The idea is to widen the scope of thinking of field level staff and to strengthen their analytical 

capacities, for example, through the analysis of development theories or researching the impact 

of globalisation at field level. Typically for MYRADA, it took many rounds of discussions to arrive 

at the identification of the programme and the participants.  

In their study of nine successful South Asian NGDOs, Smillie and Hailey (2001: 89) debunk 

the myth that learning is inherent in the values of NGDOs. They conclude that “in reality, 

NGDOs must work hard to promote learning, and they must invest considerable time and 

money to make learning happen at an organisational level”. This certainly applies to MYRADA 

which’ conscious efforts to upgrade the skills and capacities of its staff reflect an understanding 

that its human resources are its greatest asset and investing in them its best bet to spearhead 

major organisational changes. 

Although the skills of existing MYRADA staff are said to have changed already, some hard 

decisions will still have to be taken in the near future. Aloysius Fernandez calculates that the 

percentage of projects that will not be able to make the needed changes will be around ten 

percent, whereas the proportion of staff who will not be able to cope will be around thirty or forty 

percent. Hence, apart from upgrading the skills of existing staff and community workers, new 

staff with different skills will have to be brought in. Interviewees emphasise the importance of 

the ability to analyse, to link the micro with the macro, pick up and recognise signals, 

opportunities and ideas that may have a strategic value. These are demands brought forth by 

the multi-prong path MYRADA is choosing.

How change happens 

While at this moment, the vision as expressed by the ED may be appealing and apparently 

clear, and the organisation seems now to have embarked on a major change process, many 

questions and insecurities have arisen in the past few years and are still arising. Looking back, 

especially the phasing out from PLAN and the decision to take up a large World Bank supported 

governmental watershed programme have spawned a lot of reactions.  

In the beginning, there was lot of confusion and many of our staff who were involved with 

this kind of programmes said “why do you take up this programme, let us leave this”. We 
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had a lot of meetings here. We, in fact, forced Mr. Fernandez to write to the World Bank 

and the Government to say that we are going to withdraw. .....  A lot of confusion was 

there, a lot of senior staff from the field was fed up. No sleep in the night and sometimes, 

our relations with NGDOs also soured. They started thinking “why is MYRADA joining 

hands with the government?” and the government was saying “we thought MYRADA will 

help us, but they are same NGDOs”. So we are in between, no?......  At project level, 

there was a lot of fighting “why this, what is happening” at all the staff meetings in the 

project. We had many meetings. (staff member)

Furthermore, the insecurity about the future and the relative turmoil of recent years has led to 

increased discomfort with the changes. A staff member:  

There may be not so much resistance, but sometimes fears. I think all have it to some 

extent, for the things that can happen. I do see some amount of it. Also, because in the 

last couple of years, a lot of staff went home. Funding came down, many had to give up 

their jobs and the projects had to close. That does work on people’s minds.  

How then did strategic changes take place in MYRADA in the face of the many inter-linked 

shifts in its context and the in-house confusion? Importantly, the usual strategy was followed of 

convincing and providing support to staff who felt confused or frustrated. On many occasions, 

time was given for staff meetings, and constantly trusted senior staff and the ED were providing 

explanations and other support. The same interviewed staff adds: 

Then Mr. Fernandez said ”okay, what will happen when we say, we withdraw?” … You 

know, he made us see and everybody [referring to some senior staff members] made us 

realise that we can not do policy change sitting outside. You have to be in, to change the 

policy. Of course, you’ll have to face a lot of problems, sometimes you even have to 

compromise on certain things, but let us have the hope that we can influence the 

Government. …. So that is where we had reflected. Mr. Fernandez wrote many papers, 

made us read many things and made us go and give it to them [field staff]. And we 

discussed at the field. …. So, constantly, we are also explaining at the field what is 

happening at the global level, why it is happening, and that this is a transition period. 

And gradually, the turmoil has calmed down. Although new questions and doubts keep on 

emerging, the strong urge to pull out has disappeared without causing a disrupting crisis. 
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Changes are already visible at the level of staff attitudes and mentality. It has to be noted that a 

majority of the staff has worked with MYRADA for a long stretch of time. Almost all senior staff 

has been with the organisation for at least a decade and often longer. A strong organisational 

culture with unambiguous values has developed over the years. There is trust in the leadership, 

and a feeling of belonging and loyalty which, in times of commotion, MYRADA can bank on. 

Another remarkable feature is that staff members across hierarchical levels are very clear about 

the mission and vision based on which they are constantly looking for improvements or 

problems to solve. MYRADA has been able to achieve a remarkable clarity among its staff 

regarding the mission and vision especially as a bench mark for actions.  

The vision is not there on the wall. Without seeing it, I know it. I know what we are 

doing…. We are clear what impact we want from implementation. We know there is a 

divergence or not. That is why our impact is higher than of some other NGOs. They are 

unable to identify areas of impact (staff member) 

Apart from the constant support and explanations, the various changes in the environment 

themselves such as the shifts in financial flows provided additional convincing arguments.  

So sometimes, the resource crunches help us a lot, because they forced us to look at 

different ways of doing things. Four years ago, if you had spoken about the community 

resource person, I think not many would have bought into that idea. Now, everybody 

sees it as a norm, just because you don’t have as many staff, you are spread out thinly 

and hundreds of groups are coming up which all need training. So, now you think this is 

the most logical way of doing. (staff member) 

Linked to the emphasis on creating concrete experiences, in MYRADA change processes do 

not start with a strategic plan or a strategy meeting. Because of its locations in disparate areas 

with differing field conditions, funding sources, and programmes, elaborating so-called corporate 

strategic plans are considered to be futile. There is a widespread attitude of looking down on, or 

sometimes even contempt for big strategic plans or deliberations that are perceived as 

theoretical. Contrary to the importance attached to formal strategy-making by much of the 

management literature on non-profit organisations and by donor agencies, the strategy planning 

process in MYRADA takes place in an emergent way. The practice (and its successful 

application in southern development organisations) is also shown in a study of nine successful 

NGDOs in South Asia (Smillie and Hailey 2001). The impression obtained through interviews, 
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workshops and observations is that the processes of strategy-making and changing closely 

follow each other. Broad institutional strategies, although they may have originated elsewhere, 

are discussed at central level. Decisions about the direction (or better the vision) of strategic 

changes are taken after receiving feedback from board and staff. The ‘filling in’ or 

operationalising of these major changes through smaller ones takes place in an emergent 

manner, constantly absorbing feedback or new information from the environment. Notably, 

sometimes the flow of changes is the other way around when major changes are the result of 

smaller ones, and strategies are given a name afterwards. 

But I tell you one thing, we don’t call it as a strategy meeting. We just come and sit here 

[head office], start shouting at each other, that becomes a strategy meeting, finally. …. 

These are not systematically planned ones, like you write this is a strategy to solve that 

problem, no. But if you look back, those were our strategy meetings. …... In our office, 

we don’t make it a point, that what is this? Some things will keep on happening, and 

finally you will realise, what is happening. (staff member) 

Something may trigger a major decision. An example of a major change that has hastened 

MYRADA’s move towards working on a more self-sustaining level, not only for the people’s 

institutions it supports, but also for itself, is the announced withdrawal of its major donor. All 

project officers working in PLAN-funded projects were called for a meeting. A note was written 

to the board, who discussed it and decided what would be the course of action. There were 

several more rounds of discussions in the board and with the staff, and consultations with the 

donor. The most tangible outcome was the elaboration of a phase out plan. Typically, it was left 

to the individual project officers to decide how to concretise the phasing out. 

We had ten meetings about withdrawal with the relevant staff. The differences between 

the three PLAN projects is about the timing of withdrawal. So I said "Okay, fine, you keep 

comfortable, but you will live with your decision. Those who want to withdraw fast, I will 

help… and raise money.” …. We discussed this during I don’t know how many hours.

(Aloysius Fernandez) 

While the phasing out of one donor agency was dealt with as a matter of fact, it triggered a 

wider discussion regarding the future of the organisation and, among others, a decision was 

taken to put MYRADA and the people’s organisations on a more sustainable footing.  
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In this particular situation when you mutually agree to withdraw and decide to do it 

professionally, there does not seem to be a big choice in that. The choices created by the 

withdrawal of PLAN were more related to how do you really look at the future of the 

organisation in terms of new strategies, new areas. (Aloysius Fernandez) 

Although the move towards enhanced self-reliance entails a major decision, typically, in line 

with earlier change process, the current changes are being introduced in a step-by-step 

manner. Though he paints a clear vision, Aloysius Fernandez emphasises:  

You have to go step-by-step, because it is not clear to me either…. I can’t give you a 

road map. We know what we want, how we go there, I don’t know. ..... I can’t tell you 

what internal changes it requires. .....  There is no point in theoretical big talk, we are very 

practical about this. It is much better in MYRADA to go very practical about this and then 

to reflect on it. Then people will catch on. 

An example is the introduction of Resource Centres. It has to be noted that they emerged in 

a different context, during the search by one project for alternative service delivery mechanisms. 

It was picked up by Aloysius Fernandez, put in a different context and discussed as such in 

many rounds at project sites and at the head office. As usually within MYRADA, there are 

projects that are spearheading this change, while others are reluctant or waiting to see what 

happens. A relatively relaxed approach is expressed towards adoption. This favours a 

continuous change process and contributes to the emergence of change. Aloysius Fernandez: 

It is very simple. Fortunately, we have different projects and we all discuss this concept. 

Some will take off….. You can see where it picks up and go there again… Those who are 

lingering behind, we ask them to visit the projects who have taken off. …Just now, we 

are using Kote as one example where RCs have progressed. Kadiri is another example 

where RCs have progressed and the people are managing. … And then, things begin to 

catch on. There is no compulsion. To my good luck, it always takes off somewhere. 

The choice for a step-by step approach has been crucial for MYRADA to achieve many of its 

successes. It allows MYRADA to make the most effective use of a visionary leader, the 

capacities of second line management to operationalise a broad vision and the grass-roots 

intuition or gut-feeling of field staff ‘how to go about it’.  The transition from a current towards an 
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envisioned situation is broken down into understandable and manageable steps thus creating 

the conditions for a real participation of all hierarchical levels.  

Nevertheless, a paced approach alone is not enough. It requires a thorough understanding of 

the executive level of, for example, field conditions, and working practices. Aloysius Fernandez: 

In these things, you cannot run a training programme. It has to be hands-on, constantly 

asking questions, discussing with the staff to help resolve problems. 

Looking back, we see that in view of the multi-dimensional and dynamic shifts in its context, 

changes are taking place simultaneously within MYRADA which are strategic in nature. At the 

same time as the organisation is scaling up its geographical and political outreach, it is also 

investing heavily in human resources development of its staff and of the communities it works 

with. It is necessary to place these changes in the right context. While MYRADA is currently 

going through a period of intensified and deep change, transformation processes that began in 

earlier periods still continue. Decentralisation is one example. Now the process of 

decentralisation is taken to a different level to provide a building block for self-reliance. The 

spinning off of the CIDORs can be seen in this light. It underlines the fluency of change 

processes, sometimes overlapping, sometimes following each other. At some moments, 

intensity of change in the systems area increases. At other moments, change efforts in the area 

of human resources development are stepped up.  

5.4 Learning in and from MYRADA 

5.4.1 Learning within MYRADA 

A striking aspect during both the past changes and the present shifts is the marked emphasis 

placed on organisational learning. Capacity building of staff is a constant factor accompanying 

MYRADA’s endeavours and one that helps to solidify and homogenize the organisational 

culture. For example, concepts applied in staff training sometimes get incorporated into 

language that is commonly used. Also, although it is mainly the executive director who makes 

undisguised statements regarding the financial investments made in staff capacity building, the 

pride about the emphasis placed on staff capacity building is widely shared. A staff member: 



 108 

When my friends from Mumbai came to visit me, they were shocked to see the kind of 

exposure that I had, though I was working in remote rural areas.

There is a reason behind the investments in staff capacity building that is not often 

mentioned. MYRADA generally recruits graduates from rural areas. They are said to have given 

the organisation a “tremendous sense of stability” as they knew what was happening in rural 

areas. The other side of the coin is the need to invest in staff capacity building and training. 

Smillie and Hailey (2001) state that training and staff development are a strategic response to a 

recruitment dilemma and the limitations of the education system. Even so, the efforts to 

constantly upgrade staff capacities are remarkable. The overall positive attitude to learning 

makes MYRADA’s learning environment a very rich one (MYRADA 2001).  

A large number of learning channels for staff have evolved over time. The most obvious and 

frequently mentioned are the formal training opportunities. These can take place within 

MYRADA and are conducted mostly within the own training centres either by external faculties 

or by staff members. In this regard, the Development Professionals Training Programme I 

(around 1987) and II (2003) are alluded to as important organisation-wide efforts to boost staff 

capacities and skills. These intensive capacity building programmes have contributed in the past 

and are intended to contribute presently to the development and strengthening of a second line 

leadership in the organisation at a crucial moment in the organisation’s history. Besides the 

DPTPs, regularly there are events for staff members across all MYRADA projects or for 

selected project(s). Depending on opportunities and the training needs, staff members are also 

sent to formal training courses in India and abroad. Sometimes, these are courses about a 

familiar topic at a known institute, but other times staff is sent to participate in courses to deepen 

or broaden the organisation’s understanding of a new and potentially useful concept. This 

strategy very much contributes to the organisation’s continuous learning and innovation. An 

example is Appreciative Inquiry in which the organisation got interested around 199961. Three 

staff members were sent for exposure to the NTL, the Institute for Applied Behavioural Science, 

USA. Some more were trained in India to become Appreciative Inquiry trainers. Over a period of 

two years, the method was field-tested in three of MYRADA’s project sites with almost five 

hundred community groups varying from SAGs to teachers associations and village health 

committees. Almost all MYRADA staff underwent training besides staff from other organisations. 

By working in three project locations, methods of applying appreciative inquiry under different 

61 Project undertaken by MYRADA and the IISD (International Institute for Sustainable Development, Canada) with 
financial support of DFID (Department for International Development, UK). 
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circumstances were identified and documented. Although after the training, the use of 

appreciative inquiry was left to individual projects, it is stated to have been incorporated in 

training programmes of all MYRADA’s projects (Ashford and Patkar 2001)62.

Apart from the formal training opportunities, there are many informal channels like job 

rotation or change within or between projects, visits to project within and outside MYRADA, and 

deputation of staff members to other organisations. The latter not only provides a learning 

opportunity to staff, but also furnishes an entry for MYRADA to enhance its impact. With regard 

to job rotation, stories abound of staff who enter the organisation in one position and through 

training and exposure are enabled to climb to higher posts.  A staff member: 

When I joined MYRADA, I was a secretary. However, I was not made to be tied up with 

my typewriter, but I was given opportunities to venture into other areas too.

These anecdotes form part of stories that circulate within MYRADA and strengthen the 

commitment of staff to the organisation. They contribute to an organisational culture of 

belonging to a family where people care for each other in a compassionate way. Compared with 

other NGDOs staff turnover is relatively low. 

‘On the job learning’ is mentioned as another important and continuous channel for capacity 

building and learning both for new entrants and staff who have been with the organisation for a 

longer period. Various examples were mentioned of challenging tasks being assigned to staff 

who were then supported to learn from the execution. This is linked to the participatory style of 

leadership that is prevalent in MYRADA. It also relates to the informal style of communication 

with continuously lunch time meetings being turned into opportunities to share the latest 

information received and lessons learnt.  

Learning and innovation 

In general, staff is encouraged to try out a new idea at a small scale and to learn from the 

experiment even if it fails. A staff member states: 

On this project we started candle making [an off-farm income-generation initiative to 

strengthen livelihood security]. It failed. We were not scolded or punished. We had been 

62 The flyer of a MYRADA training centre converted into a Centre for Institutional Development and Organisational 
Reform (CIDOR) includes a training programme on Appreciative Inquiry and Participatory Impact Monitoring, a 
methodology developed in a similar fashion. 
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given a chance. The failure was also seen as a lesson. Now I want to study it further and 

see if I can start again and make it a success. On the other hand, leaf plate making 

became a success. Many people came to study it and have taken it up. The plate-makers 

also go as faculty to help others.

Examples like this abound. Needs identified at the community level are often the trigger for 

undertaking experiments. A next important source is the outside world. Many examples are 

given of ideas and concepts that – through visits or otherwise – have been picked up from 

elsewhere and then further adapted. A staff member: 

One Robert Chambers came, we did not know about PRA [Participatory Rural Appraisal].

We were laughing at the use of stones in the field. But we were not stuck there, we 

changed according to what people liked. We pick it up from somebody and develop it. 

The example given earlier of the introduction of Appreciative Inquiry shows how formal 

training is combined with on the job learning or learning from experiments and how this 

contributes to learning and innovation at the level of the organisation. This sometimes leads to 

major organisation-wide changes like in the case of PRA which’ adoption, improvement and 

subsequent divulgation helped MYRADA’s development and establishment as a reputed 

training institute.

In general, experiments that are assessed to be risky require consultation or approval from 

higher levels. It is perhaps typical of the organisation’s culture that no one could provide exact 

criteria when an experiment should be consigned to a next level. While there exist no formal 

rules or guidelines, staff appear to know their limits and experimenting is undertaken with 

seriousness and a keen sense of responsibility.  

Yes, there is freedom at the project level to experiment, but it is not freedom just like that. 

They may not sack me, but if I keep on failing, I don’t know…. I am not afraid of 

experimenting provided I can justify it. (staff member) 

These experiments may start at a small low-key scale, but may lead to the introduction of 

important organisation-wide changes like we have seen in the case of SAGs. The spirit of 

experimenting furthermore contributes to MYRADA’s reputation and ‘market value’ in the eyes 

of donor agencies. For example, one representative of a donor agency states: 
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We have found MYRADA to be unique in that they use every opportunity to experiment 

with new ideas. Their success with participatory methods, SAGs, watershed 

management …are largely due to this spirit of experimentation.

Organisational Culture and learning 

Staff at all levels is encouraged to experiment. Many examples were given in which the staff 

was stimulated to take up new ideas on a small scale and see what results can be obtained. A 

notable point is the buzzing in the organisation of numerous anecdotes of failures, lessons and 

renewed attempts, of funds being scraped from all corners to finance an experiment a team was 

convinced of, of how an ‘innovation-niche’ was used, and of the pride of having overcome. 

Successful experiments are rewarded with more visitors, more training opportunities and better 

assignments while failed ones are treated as a lesson. It is typical of the organisation that it 

opened its doors, for example, to a study of non-functioning SAGs (Osborne 2003). The 

resulting organisational climate is one in which people are constantly on the lookout for 

opportunities to innovate and innovation takes place at all levels in the organisation. In 

consequence, the attitude of constant experimentation is linked to learning and forms very much 

a part of an organisational culture of always wanting to improve, to make a mark and to seek 

new challenges.  

Another striking aspect of MYRADA’s organisational culture is the strong sense of and pride 

in belonging to a family, a clan. This is an aspect that is not steered only from the top, for 

example, by sending home the same message over a long period of time. Stories abound of 

staff who were listened to or treated with respect when the name of MYRADA emerged. The 

office assistant told how shocked his mother-in-law was when after she failed several times, he 

was given a desired document in no-time, after the official found out that he worked for 

MYRADA. There are furthermore numerous stories of staff contributing with money and even 

blood to an unlucky employee, contributing to the ‘family’-feeling. 

Cultivating a sense of belonging and pride in the organisation clearly provides MYRADA with 

various benefits among which a commitment of staff to the organisation and its cause. There is 

however, a tension between the unconcealed sense of belonging and the pride to be part of 

MYRADA and the degree of porosity that an organisation requires to remain an effective 

development actor. A delicate balance is required between nurturing a strong organisational 

culture with clear values that help guide staff through uncertain moments and uncharted 
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territories, and maintaining an open curious and learning mind that enables MYRADA to 

preserve or increase its porosity with the environment. 

5.4.2 Learning from MYRADA 

As mentioned earlier, especially from the nineties onwards, the roles of staff changed from 

technical engineers to trainers and facilitators. Over the years, eleven training centres were 

established which provide training to members of community based groups, staff and others, 

notably government officials, staff from NGDOs, bankers etc.  

As MYRADA is said never to have been expansionist-minded, training is used as a means to 

extend MYRADA’s impact. That this impact can be considerable is reflected in the following 

numbers. Between January 1997 and March 1999, twelve thousand six hundred fifty-one 

training programmes were given in MYRADA locations (Peppin et al. 2000) of which two 

hundred and sixty-one were for staff members, nine thousand four hundred and seventy for 

community based organisations and two thousand nine hundred and twenty for ‘others’. There 

above, staff and (in rare cases) community promoters participated eighty nine times as resource 

faculty in training programmes outside MYRADA.  

It should be underlined that these formal training events are accompanied by informal 

learning opportunities which are not or not often reported. A donor representative recalls, for 

example, the way the district approach was introduced in a project location and networking 

among development organisations was encouraged by MYRADA. When problems arose and 

doubts were expressed by network members regarding the objectives and MYRADA’s role, the 

process was slowed down and staff from project and head office were said to invest 

considerable time and efforts to discuss issues and views, and develop a common thinking. A 

staff member states that every meeting with network partners is used as an opportunity for us to 

share with and learn. 

However, as also is hinted at by a study mission (MYRADA 2001), there is a subtle tension 

between the overt pride of being part of the ‘MYRADA-clan’ and maintaining or strengthening an 

open attitude towards learning from others. This is underlined by of some external stakeholders. 

They point out that MYRADA’s curiosity seems to have declined over the past years and 

question whether MYRADA’s networking extend to equals or is more focused on capacity 

building of smaller NGDOs and hence, on replicating MYRADA’s approach. Networking and 

extending one’s influence can be or become opposite aims and balancing the two requires a 

continuous tight rope dance.  



 113 

Chapter 6 

EMERGING ISSUES 

This chapter moves from a fish-bowl63 to a bird’s-eye perspective on the past and present 

processes of change in MYRADA. In this way, cross-cutting and other noteworthy issues are put 

in the limelight. These are described in the next sections and relate to the processes of change 

(6.1), and the relationships between these and learning processes (6.2). Some preliminary 

observations are made about organisational boundaries in section 6.3, while the last section 

(6.4) outlines some strains and dilemmas related to especially the current processes of change.    

6.1 Change processes in MYRADA 

Several aspects stand out in MYRADA’s past and present changes. A first aspect is the role 

played by cherished organisational values or principles. Secondly, the approach to planning of 

change processes needs to be highlighted. Thirdly, aspects such as scale, path and pace of 

change appear in a more detailed view. 

Principled change

One striking aspect of the past and current change processes is that there are various –

mostly implicit but widely held – principles that have guided and are still guiding the choices 

regarding MYRADA’s course. These in consequence influence the change processes that are 

implemented. Examples of these principles are staying flexible and therefore small, being rooted 

in the field, and using the mission statement as a compass. For organisations such as NGDOs 

that see both their environment and their intended products change continually and quickly, 

value principles provide a certain steady framework for decision-making and help ‘turn noses in 

63 A role-playing technique often used in capacity building workshops, among others in India that enables 
participants to zoom in on certain aspects.  
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one direction’ in a sea of changes. To what extent this is typical for NGOs as value-oriented 

organisations and thus sets them apart from e.g. for-profit organisations is a topic for further 

research.

Planned change? 

Rather than through a plan and a design, it appears that, guided by beliefs and values, 

organisational change in MYRADA occurs in adaptation to expected changes in the 

environment or in anticipation of them. Sometimes, one particular change in the context can be 

singled out. At other times, various change factors are perceived to impact upon the 

organisation. For example, some of the changes triggered by the decision to decentralise were 

planned while others happened in response to feedback about the unfolding situation. 

Furthermore, some changes e.g. in the systems area, were a direct consequence of the 

decision to decentralise. Others, such as changing to a contract system for staff, influenced the 

decentralisation process, but were in response to other (legal) circumstances and happened 

merely parallel to it. The latter change of introducing contracts brought about another change, 

i.e. a shift in MYRADA’s organisational culture from a ‘socialist’ to more business thinking.  

While agreed broad strategic areas or key visionary elements, such as the CIDORs, exist 

and do influence the thinking and actions in the field, they are formulated in general and 

therefore vague terms. This allows the actual process of changing to evolve. In the testing of 

new ideas in the field and discussion and sharing of those experiences, and the incorporation of 

new information, the broad institutional ideas are concretised. 

Scales of change 

Regarding the scales of change, a notable point is that a major change with impacts on the 

organisation’s identity does not stand on its own. It is accompanied by other, smaller and bigger 

changes. For example, in the two past organisational changes that were studied in detail, the 

success of a major change is linked to supporting or complementary smaller changes. In the 

case of decentralisation, a major change was shaped successfully because it was supported by 

– among others – the Development Professionals Training Programme, which allowed the staff 

to change its role in relation to the community and by the improvement of accounts at project 

level. In contrast, in the case of SAGs, small changes gradually led to a change of a much 
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greater scale where building people’s institutions replaced technology as the organisation’s core 

business. Clearly, change did not necessarily happen as an accumulation of small changes 

each ‘following relatively simple rules’ (Weick and Quinn 1999). Rather, the change process 

consists of an assemblage of concurrent or successive minor and major changes. The 

MYRADA case further shows that, contrary to smaller changes, a large-scale change may occur 

gradually over decades. 

As MYRADA’s executive director explained, it is important to keep an organisation on its 

thrust towards its objective. One of the strategies followed is to break major decisions into 

smaller and more manageable changes. No drastic decision is taken, but in anticipation of 

changes in its environment or in response to them, new initiatives are set up while continuing 

with existing activities. Old staff carries on while new staff is being recruited. A major change 

thus occurs step by step, through a reorientation rather than through replacement.   

A related strategy is to allow for sufficient time to let these changes evolve from the current 

situation. For example, it is left to project units to decide when they feel confident or convinced 

enough to adopt a change. Some projects spearhead a change while others turn to the new 

concept at a later stage, at which point they can bank on the experiences already gained by the 

first projects. In both past cases of major change, the shift from technical to social orientation 

and the decentralisation, the fact that time was given for the process to unfold has contributed 

greatly to the success of the change process. It allowed MYRADA to give shape to a major 

change through smaller and bigger changes, combining visionary thinking and more responsive 

measures. The gap between present and future was thus bridged gradually. This also allowed 

the different hierarchical levels to participate in the design and implementation of the changes 

and hence, increase their sustainability through the building of consensus and institutional 

support.

Path and pace of change 

With regard to the change process, it was observed that “change is never off” (Weick and 

Quinn 1999: 382), even though the intensity of change has varied over time. While the eighties 

were a period of deep changes, the intensity decreased in the nineties. Nevertheless, 1995 is 

again cited as a year with heightened change on various fronts. Intensity of change increases 

again in the first years of the new millennium. Besides, intensity of change can increase in one 

area while it decreases in another. For example, in the first years of decentralisation, change 
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intensified in the area of the organisation’s systems. While change can eventually stop (or 

rather, hibernate) in one area, the organisation as a whole never ceases changing as there is 

always another area where something is happening. Major changes such as decentralisation 

require changes in a broad range of areas, and thus never seem to end. At the same time, it is 

not easy to isolate one particular change, as it relates to and sometimes flows into other 

changes. An example is the SAG, which is now becoming the building block for MYRADA’s 

strategy on Resource Centres. These can be perceived as a next step in the process of 

decentralisation, but also as part of MYRADA’s strategy to strengthen self-reliance. 

In an organisation with strong network features like MYRADA, the pace of change also 

differs from location to location and from level to level. Each project unit can decide when to 

adopt a change and how fast to move with it. This is clearly seen with the Resource Centres, 

where some projects are betting heavily on RCs and have already achieved a degree of 

financial autonomy, while other projects are still watching from the sideline. In consequence, 

projects that start on a new change trajectory can bank on experiences gained by the early 

adopters.

To a certain degree this also applies to the path of change as each project unit is allowed a 

degree of autonomy. An example is the case of SAGs, where each unit maintained its own 

administrative system until the organisation decided to adopt a unified system. With MYRADA’s 

mission statement and executive leadership as relatively constant compasses, during the 

experimenting stage the movement of change looks like ‘worming’ one’s way from A to B 

through a labyrinth, changing course if one road does not seem promising, making u-turns if, for 

example, results are considered to clash with the mission statement. In the decentralised 

MYRADA organisation there are eighteen ‘worms’ or project units making their way. And each 

one contributes to the evolution of solutions or innovations and to further change of the entire 

organisation. The unified organisation-wide administrative system for SAGs was created out of 

the best lessons from each project. 

As its executive director points out, from the nineties onwards, changes started to originate 

more and more in the field. MYRADA was able to promote and maintain a rapid evolution of 

improvements and innovations by allowing diversity in approach between its project sites and 

monitoring variations and cross-fertilisations. The pattern of change therefore has moved from a 

centrally-led towards a web-like structure. A complex pattern of change appears, where path 

and pace of change can be seen as its dimensions. Thus, major structural changes were 

processes that can span many years and involve a range of decisions on a number of parallel or 

successive constituent changes. It is important to note that each decision led to the next choice 
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and limited its options as well as the opportunities or reactions offered by the environment. An 

image like the branching of a tree emerges, where decisions followed each other in a cascading 

manner, sometimes sequential, sometimes parallel, branching into more and more 

ramifications. Nevertheless, the comparison is imperfect since a tree continues to branch into 

ever smaller and thinner twigs, while major decisions on decentralisation were also taken during 

a later stage, integrating earlier, smaller ones. In the MYRADA case, major changes can lead to 

smaller changes, and the other way around. While the organisation itself never stops changing, 

intensity of change – either organisation-wide or in certain change areas – can increase or 

decrease.

The next section will deal with the relationships between changing and learning. 

6.2 Changing and learning 

MYRADA appears to employ remarkably similar strategies to bring about change in the 

present to those it has used in the past. In both the past and the present, human resources 

development is the spearhead for organisational change; this seems to have contributed greatly 

to successful change processes. However, the case study shows that there is more to be 

examined than human resources development alone. This section therefore focuses on the 

broader issue of learning and probes the relationships with changing. 

In the different channels for training and learning that have evolved over time, MYRADA has 

been using a combination of formal and informal approaches. While formal training 

opportunities, especially outside MYRADA, also serve as an incentive, both ways seem to be 

valued equally by staff and executives. Moreover, in official and non-official meetings and staff 

gatherings in varying clusters at different levels, knowledge and information obtained through 

formal and informal channels are continually brought together, shared and merged. 

Interviewees mention that this chemistry is an effective way to advance learning, and to 

constantly rejuvenate individual staff members’ and the organisation’s thinking.  

MYRADA is an organisation where no one is afraid to talk about and use gut-feelings. 

Although it does need to be verbalised and explained, having a hunch forms an accepted 

justification for decisions. It is recognised to originate in the field and the experience base that 

has been built up. While obtaining formal knowledge is definitely pursued, MYRADA applies the 

situation in the field as the ultimate test of usability of new ideas and concepts. This is seen 
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clearly in the process of innovation, where new ideas are discarded or adjusted based on their 

field performance. Also, when a new, potentially useful concept is identified, learning is 

immediately connected to innovation. Formal and informal learning methods are applied to 

boost staff capacities to handle the concept and gain experiences in the area. Staff is 

encouraged to undertake small-scale experiments, which contribute to further learning and 

changing through constant monitoring and sharing. In this way, processes of learning and 

changing are consciously tied together. Nonetheless, in certain situations, only informal learning 

methods are said to be effective, in particular hands-on, learning-on-the-job approaches. This is 

the case, for example, when staff was learning how to collaborate closely with government. 

It has to be noted that, similar to changing, there seem to be degrees or stages of learning. 

In the case of SAGs, MYRADA initially tried to apply the same approach as with the Tibetan 

refugees. When feedback about failures poured in, it realised that known solutions and 

frameworks did no longer work and started to experiment with non-routine methods, including 

promotion of Village Development Associations and approaching individual families. The 

existing framework of acting was further transformed by changed thinking at the executive level, 

which introduced a different ‘mantra’. Technical criteria were replaced by more socio-economic 

ones. Through constant learning and experimenting, building upon earlier lessons, and 

incorporating information from the field and other channels, MYRADA gradually achieved a total 

transformation of its framework of thinking and acting. Eventually, this led to a major change at 

the level of the entire organisation. 

Stories of lessons learnt abound at all levels. This contributes to an organisational culture 

with a constant drive to improve, innovate and learn. Besides “we are transparent, 

…accountable, …participatory”, “we are a learning organisation” is a frequently heard 

statement. While the attitude of continual improvement relates to the widely shared pride to form 

part of MYRADA, the relationship is not uni-dimensional. There is a tension between pride and 

learning since pride can limit the eagerness to learn from others as, for example, has been 

indicated in a recent study (MYRADA 2001).  

The next sections will explore the effects of the changes on MYRADA’s external relationships 

and deal with some issues related to networking. 
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6.3 Some issues related to organisational boundaries 

6.3.1 Effects on relationships 

Over the years, MYRADA has moved from being invited or selected by the Government to 

implement programmes basically designed by the Government, to becoming a partner with a 

much more equal say, also during the planning stage. This has been made possible, among 

others, by its thorough experiential basis from which it could model or criticise development 

programmes. MYRADA acquired a status as a well-respected programme partner, as well as 

the position to bring in a critical voice that was listened to. Another important element has been 

the political insights, persuasiveness and charisma of its leaders. Although MYRADA is 

sometimes criticised for being too close to the government, it should be noted that especially in 

the Indian context, the main player in development is the government. It sets the framework and 

rules and at the same time has the greatest outreach and the largest funds for rural 

development. Through carefully playing the game, balancing its autonomy, backing its stands 

with experiences and good relationships, MYRADA has circumvented the criticism of NGO 

actions by Sheldon Annis (1987. In: Smillie and Hailey 2001: 27) that “small scale can mean 

insignificant, that politically independent can mean powerless, that low cost can mean 

underfinanced or poor quality, and that innovative can mean temporary or unsustainable”.  

With regard to international donor agencies, a major shift has taken place. As with other 

South Asian NGOs (Smillie and Hailey 2001), donor relationships and their support have been 

central to the life of MYRADA. Nevertheless, from finding itself in a relatively difficult financial 

situation when the support for the Tibetan refugees decreased, MYRADA has developed the 

strengths to disagree or sometimes even refuse funds. Actually, MYRADA has come to a point 

that they are sometimes perceived by donor agencies as strong and difficult negotiators. As a 

donor representative stated: 

It is a tightrope dance, but MYRADA has done it: disagree with its donor in many 

elements. 

Donor agencies mention various factors that have contributed to this change. Its strong 

experiential basis, continually – albeit always partially – evaluated by donor agencies, has 

contributed to build MYRADA’s reputation of innovativeness, credibility and seriousness. 
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Committed, capable staff and a steadfast pursuit of values such as cost-effectiveness, self-

reliance, participation, are other factors brought up by donors.  

From a relatively isolationist stand in the early years, MYRADA has come to play a major role 

in the NGO sector, although this applies mainly to building people’s organisations and 

watershed management. Especially in recent years, it has been actively engaged in training and 

coordinating an increasing number of networks of NGOs. Nevertheless, until now MYRADA has 

been avoiding active participation in NGO forums and networks when there is no direct or clear 

objective. The increasing competition and mushrooming of NGOs that are not always bonafide, 

may damage the name of the entire NGDO sector. There are calls for greater transparency and 

accountability of NGDOs and for increasing control on them. However, MYRADA does not seem 

to systematically and proactively seek to diminish potential damages to its professional peers 

and itself. 

With regard to the communities MYRADA is working with, a similar dramatic change has 

taken place over the years. From a technically oriented agency focused on implementing 

programmes efficiently, it has changed to training and organising communities. Enhancing their 

autonomy in financial and managerial terms is a central objective. Now, with increasingly 

educated and knowledgeable people who are better connected to the world outside their 

communities, MYRADA is setting out on a course in which the communities are to pay for the 

services, changing again their relationship to the people they work with.  

Recently, MYRADA like other NGOs, has been seeking closer relations with the corporate 

sector. While linking with corporate entities is not new for their communities, and various solid 

experiences have been obtained, MYRADA itself has not yet gained much experience 

especially in partnerships and joint strategy development.  

6.3.2  Networking 

Various factors were conducive to a multiplication and complication of MYRADA’s 

organisational boundaries. Firstly, the decentralisation process led to the creation of intersecting 

internal, functional, sectoral and geographical networks. Especially the internal geographical 

networks are also externally networked – geographically, but sometimes also sectorally. This 

not only increases the intricacies and richness of internal networking, but also makes 

MYRADA’s boundaries more fluid, especially with the external environment. Secondly, with the 

broadening of its actions from resettlement projects to rural development, the number of 
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stakeholders has multiplied. For example, banks appeared on the scene, and collaboration was 

initiated with a much wider array of governmental bodies. This was further stimulated by 

MYRADA’s venturing into training and capacity building of more actors. Thirdly, with a growing 

experiential basis and related reputation and credibility, MYRADA started to undertake more 

efforts at higher (state, national and international) levels. Its contribution to, for example, 

governmental committees located at different levels increased substantially, while sustained 

actions were also initiated in other countries, including Myanmar and Indonesia. Fourthly, in the 

past years, the trend, both within and outside MYRADA, has been towards increased 

networking. On the one hand, MYRADA consciously worked to build and expand networks, 

among others, through its district approach, whereby development actors are encouraged to 

come together at district level. On the other hand, various development programmes have taken 

to work through a large number of partners, who are encouraged to network at different levels. 

MYRADA has joined this trend by taking up some of these programmes. 

While the number and types of internal and external stakeholders has increased significantly 

over the years, the case study offers only glimpses into the ways MYRADA has taken on the 

challenges involved. Clearly, one strategy has been to boost the capacities of its staff to deal 

with the changed demands. Also, the organisation has been making efforts to gain solid 

experiences. For example, the district approach was first tried out in only a few districts in a 

restricted number of project locations. Similarly, part of the systems is being adjusted, as well as 

the way results are being monitored. However, at the time of the study, it was unknown whether 

there were any organisation-wide attempts to strengthen or adjust its organisational capacities 

to effectively and efficiently take on the challenges of increased networking. This area deserves 

further exploration as the ability to network efficiently is the demand of the time for any 

organisation. Networking not only brings gains, but also costs. Section 6.4 will elaborate on 

some of the involved dilemmas. 

Changing comprises intricate, multi-layered and multi-faceted processes. Managing these 

processes or more humbly, muddling through them implies the juggling of gains and strains. 

The next sections will examine some strains and dilemmas related to changing, manipulating 

the tension between the micro and more macro levels, networking, and balancing the resource 

base.
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6.3.3 Environmental assessment

Smillie and Hailey (2001) state that both the international environment and the rural 

landscape in which South Asian NGDOs work have changed dramatically64. Many changes 

have been taking place that affect a variety of social, political, technological and economic 

aspects. Often, changes and change factors overlap or affect one another, and have multi-level 

effects. Especially in recent years, the number of changes is said to have increased. Interviews 

show that different interpretations of signals are possible. Identifying signals and analysing 

information is a demanding job that requires a sound experiential foundation, robust gut feelings 

and an in-depth knowledge of the environment. Based on their study of leaders of nine 

successful South Asian NGDOs, Smillie and Hailey (2001) conclude that these have a critical 

understanding and insight into the environment in which they work. However, the present case 

shows that for sense-making to be effective and to lead to successful major changes, more is 

required65. Transcribing is here understood to be the process by which an organisation 

transforms signals from the context into sense-making change factors. For example, MYRADA’s 

executive director transcribes signals into change factors by writing notes highlighting potential 

effects. These are then collectively translated into a (re)direction of change processes in 

meetings with the board and staff. In this way, although the identification and analysis of signals 

may be fairly centralised, participation at an early stage in decision-making about changes is 

made possible. 

Analysing and assessing their possible impacts on the output or product is central to sense-

making of change factors. In the case of NGDOs, this product is complex. Whether defined as 

poverty reduction or watershed management, the product is likely to consist of a social change 

that is multi-tiered and multi-faceted. Furthermore, the social goal itself is something like a 

moving target as, for example, norms are changing, as well as the appreciation of what should 

be the nature of the development.  

If management of change is about how successful organisations adapt their organisations to 

the challenges posed by their stakeholders, and management for change is about how they 

have understood and adapted or invented new ways of working towards the development of the 

poor, then NGDOs have to juggle the demands and challenges of change management within 

their organisations to manage for change in the societies they aim to influence (Smillie and 

64 After 2001, the turbulence in the context seems to have further intensified: the rise of the anti-globalist movement, 
changing dynamics and arenas of trade negotiations, shifts in the US and the European Union, and the war against 
terrorism.  
65 This applies less to small(er) changes, where there is less involvement of the different organisational levels.  
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Hailey 2001). Pettigrew et al. (1992) identify environmental assessment as a central factor in 

managing change for competitive success. In their study of successful South Asian NGDOs, 

Smillie and Hailey (2001: 47) describe the environment as “a dangerous sea, one fraught with 

peril and unpredictability”. Environmental assessment can be a matter of life and death for 

NGDOs as illustrated by various incidents mentioned by Smillie and Hailey. Nonetheless, it can 

be concluded from the case study that successful NGDOs such as MYRADA go beyond day-to-

day survival. For them, consciously or unconsciously, effective environmental assessment is like 

breathing. An organisation’s ability to internalise or adapt to existing or upcoming trends in its 

environment especially in the international development sector, determines its ability to achieve 

or maintain a cutting-edge status. This applies notably for trends or signals that may imply the 

need for a major transformation.  Especially with these changes, timeliness plays an important 

role in sense-making and thus, in the success of a change process. This is exemplified by many 

changes that took place in MYRADA that parallel those in the international development sector. 

Most examples cited by interviewees such as decentralisation, micro-credit, people’s 

organisations were introduced in MYRADA around or just before the time when the concepts 

started to emerge in the international development context. When then the wave was created, 

e.g. donors were convinced and eager to make funds available, MYRADA was all set and ready 

to profit from a receptive environment.  

6.4 Some strains and dilemmas related to current change processes 

The case study suggests that several parallel change processes are currently taking place in 

response to developments in the environment or in anticipation of them. At the programme 

level, the focus will be more and more on creating a localised market economy. At the same 

time as MYRADA is strengthening its financial self-reliance and reducing staff numbers, through 

various channels it is also scaling up its outreach. These developments entail changes in its 

Human Resources Development, in strengthening existing capacities and skills as well as in 

recruiting new staff members with an appropriate profile. If the process of change is painted in a 

broad sweep, MYRADA seems to have been able to carry through important and deep changes 

without causing major disruptions. The commotion has calmed down and the staff no longer ask 

that the organisation pulls out from a major programme. However, closer study reveals that 

fears and questions, choices and dilemmas emerge incessantly, albeit with varying intensity and 

dynamics. It should be noted that to an organisation, the various choices and dilemmas form 
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one interlinked universe, as is the case with the change processes from which they emerge, 

even though in the following sections they are discussed separately. 

Strains of changing

While there is no doubt about the determination of MYRADA to change, and – at least at the 

executive level – about the clarity of the vision guiding these in-depth changes, MYRADA has 

decided on a gradual process. Larger and smaller changes follow and complement each other 

in a continual manner without major disruptions. A central feature of continual change is 

connecting the existing with the new and unknown, with intensity and magnitude as its dynamic 

variables. The executive director explains that he has learnt not to rush, “because we are talking 

about development strategies and not about war”. In his view, this is the only way to create 

development that lasts.  

Nonetheless, such an approach of gradual change entails not only benefits, but also 

some hurdles. One complicating aspect of the choice for a process of continual change has 

been an augmentation of pressures on staff. For example, MYRADA is currently 

experiencing the pressures of dealing with the old and existing while at the same time 

investing time and money in learning to confront the new demands.  To a large extent, the 

extra resources needed to make the leap come out of the organisation’s own pockets. The 

funds received for the ‘new’ multilaterally funded projects are said to be less than needed to 

cover overheads, especially at the head office. Although its many projects, relatively sturdy 

resource base and committed staff allow MYRADA to balance such situations to a certain 

extent, an interviewed staff member states that “if these projects become a norm, another 

way of doing things have to be found”.  

While the staff capacity building programme has started recently, the demand to employ 

new skills is already there, putting a strain on those few who already have the skills and 

therefore are requested to assume tasks besides their normal responsibilities. 

Another important dilemma relates to difference in rate at which MYRADA is accustomed to 

generate internal change and innovation and the speed with which the outside world moves 

nowadays. MYRADA invested many years to develop a successful concept of SAGs, but there 

is anxiety beneath the surface of pride and satisfaction.  
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As MYRADA we have to have a much faster rate of churning out ideas or taking to a 

development cycle of that particular idea…. It cannot possibly wait for another ten years 

experiment … Let’s take the appreciative inquiry. When we started it, there were some 

300 or 600 mentions of it on the internet, now there are a few thousand…. Our 

contribution is significant, but everybody else is moving as well…. So are we keeping our 

information current, are we catching up with even what we ourselves have produced as 

knowledge/information? (staff member).

Though change can be expected to bring along insecurities or even fears, the MYRADA 

study shows that these extend beyond organisational change processes per se. The following 

paragraphs show that all sorts of dilemmas accompany the process of responding to or, more 

proactively, anticipating changes in the environment. MYRADA’s response and the resulting 

localisation, scaling up of outreach, and increased networking is a hard fought process.  

Dilemmas of the micro-macro divide 

Seeing the opportunity to influence policies at higher levels and pushed by changed funding 

priorities of its long-time donors, MYRADA has taken up new programmes. Although these do 

offer scope for undertaking new ground-breaking work and for achieving impact on a large 

scale, they also force MYRADA to leave behind a relatively comfortable position. Until recently, 

MYRADA had the resources, the spirit and the relative freedom or autonomy to allow working 

practices and values to either evolve together or grow closer. Although working at a large scale 

with many partners and in direct negotiation with the government brings clear opportunities with 

it, it also seems to clash with the way of working and values with which MYRADA staff feel 

comfortable and that are a source of pride.  A staff member explains: 

I see people are actually tired at times, not a healthy kind of tiredness …. This is more 

like a mental ordeal, which is because the other side is so tough to deal with. … That 

also creates a lot of conflict within ourselves about the values we espouse. “Are we 

doing it in a participatory way, are we just getting things done?”… So, working with so 

very unreasonable targets where we dilute the concepts that we have tried to put across, 

is actually giving a lot of distress to people.
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Some people cope by diluting their expectations about the quality of the groups. For 

example, a staff member who was one of the first to deal with this now says that he does not 

take things too seriously, it just is the way it is, but he cannot worry himself anymore. Others are 

still learning how to deal with it, resulting in a lot of self-doubt:   

While the scale of operation is going up, and staff increasingly move their focus of operation 

to higher levels, the local context of each project is also changing rapidly. Changes happen in 

their environment that were not foreseen, but that do demand attention and in some cases the 

adjustment of existing assumptions, and in consequence, working practices and routines. 

However, staff feel that there is a tension between their changing environment and the clear 

targets and timetable that are set for programmes. As more and more these are discussed and 

agreed to with a widening range of other stakeholders, the weight of these commitments and 

the pressures of being evaluated against the targets are felt more heavily. This results in an 

internal tension that does not yet seem to have been taken up at the organisational level.  

We have clearly outlined programmes…. We are mainly concentrating on that. But 

within this pressure, that is the challenge for MYRADA, how do we start looking into 

these things [social impacts of development interventions], these current local changes 

and trends [e.g. introduction of contract farming], searching for these things. They were 

not being forecasted in the programme (staff member)

These developments risk pulling MYRADA into different directions. On the one hand, it wants 

to maintain or increase its roots in the field to at least stay in touch with local changes. On the 

other hand, MYRADA aims at achieving change at higher levels, pushing it to work with target 

groups other than the local communities, for instance NGDOs, and requiring it to change the 

staff skills. For the staff this raises many questions. At a deeper level, there is uncertainty about 

the direction in which MYRADA is going and the kind of organisation it will be. 

There are a lot of sericulture farmers in our projects. The rates are down because of the 

importation of silk, and we have not been able to do anything about it. So do we see 

these as our issues? You know, we cannot attribute it very easily. Where do we slot 

ourselves, which is really a question? …. (staff member)

Added to this is the juggling MYRADA increasingly finds itself occupied with in order to 

balance the interests of the different stakeholders involved. On the one hand, the changed and 

increased expectations to assume advisory roles open up possibilities to influence not only the 



 127 

implementation of activities, but also the design of policies, and thus to achieve a higher level of 

impact. On the other hand, however, as the direct implementation depends more on an 

increasing range and number of partners, the organisation has to ensure that not too many 

concessions are made affecting quality and values.

MYRADA’s energy is further divided as it also has to negotiate for its own financial and 

organisational maintenance. A staff member explains: 

We cannot say, we want the time, another few years. The Government is not willing and 

the donors also are not willing. Clearly, we have TOR [Terms of Reference], we help the 

partners to write TOR. The TOR says what tasks are you going to accomplish 

when…..The other side is that we are working with people.….. Participation is not such a 

thing that we can do it overnight. So this kind of compromising, how to bridge the gap 

between the Government and donors, and the field reality? Within that changed scenario 

of expectations, how to ensure people’s participation, how to ensure that good quality 

community organisations are formed?  

Although there is a general consensus within MYRADA that it should not abandon its roots in 

the field, there is no consensus about what this implies. As MYRADA progressively moves from 

direct implementation to so-called strategic interventions, field and executive levels agree that it 

remains necessary to link the micro with the macro perspective. However, a first doubt is to 

what degree MYRADA should maintain a direct link with the field and who should be involved. A 

staff member: 

We have good people working at the field level, but the ability to connect it to the macro 

is not so good yet. ….. And we have a unique position that we are field-based, we need 

that clarity also. Is it just the people who are more research-based who will take over? 

That balancing act has to be found between practice versus just ideas. So, in a sense it 

is a certain kind of conflict. We want good work done at field level, but we also need 

people who do the micro-macro thing quite well. So, we still have to have a set of people 

who can bridge our field work and the macro level or do all have to have that ability? 

Especially MYRADA’s field-level staff have a rural background, which has laid the basis for 

their empathy to rural issues and for the gut feelings needed to work effectively in rural 

development. The demands for changed skills raise certain doubts and tensions. Newly 
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recruited staff with a more theoretical background may be able to link field-level lessons with 

more abstract theoretical concepts and catalyse innovation. However, MYRADA’s experience 

and conviction is that ‘theorists’ may also confuse issues and may not always understand or 

even value its roots in the field. Hence, it has been recruiting new staff who are academically 

trained, but relatively young and inexperienced. In this way, the organisation tries to balance the 

weight given to the different kinds of staff and the responsibilities taken by them. The risk is that 

in practice, this may result in ‘academics’ being sidelined and looked down at if they express 

their ideas in terms that are perceived as irrelevant to the field.  

The conflict between field and macro levels is also felt at the level of work satisfaction. In an 

organisation such as MYRADA that has to watch carefully the salaries budget line, other ways 

of attracting and maintaining staff are very important. However, as results tend to become less 

tangible because MYRADA is less involved with direct implementation and more with working at 

higher levels, work satisfaction as a means to retain staff can be at risk. 

Finding a balance between field and macro levels brings up another question. To the staff it 

is not clear at what level MYRADA should engage itself. 

The issue of water, we have done a little bit of it in terms of converting soil moisture, and 

what falls on your roof, you try to keep it right there. But what does it mean in terms of 

downstream? You have done such a good job of collecting what little runoff was there, 

that you have a thirsty village downstream. These are questions that are being raised at a 

larger level of interest, but are we aware of it? (staff member) 

To add insult to injury, the doubts and tensions come at a moment when there is a discomfort 

among staff that banking on its past successes like the SAGs cannot go on for much longer. 

Statements such as the following are made: 

I think, everybody wants to know where next, that question is there. We cannot say all the 

time that it is SHGs, watersheds. Something else we should be doing. We should keep 

innovating, we should keep experimenting. 

MYRADA seems to have successfully navigated the micro-macro divide in the past. It has 

been able to mobilise internal and external support for its innovations by referring to and being 

able to demonstrate real gains for the communities it works with. The challenge now is to learn 

from its own history and extrapolate the lessons to the more complex innovations that it has in 
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the pipeline. Despite the many frictions and doubts, MYRADA is responding to this challenge by 

learning to balance priorities and needs at different levels.  

The pangs of networking 

In finding a response to the changing context, MYRADA is choosing to network with a 

broadening range of stakeholders. This intensified networking brings with it other predicaments. 

Over the years, MYRADA has developed a process to create fruitful innovations using its 

decentralised units as laboratories. However, its earlier successes that resounded not only in 

India but also in the international development sector, were developed in a relative isolation. An 

important question therefore relates to a current guiding value that is whether and to what 

degree MYRADA needs to ‘walk the talk’. Does it have to create the experiential basis for 

everything it gets involved with? If it chooses to do so, it is not clear how this would apply to 

areas where MYRADA still lacks the skills or experiences, but intends to collaborate with actors 

who assume part of the creation of the concept.  

We must somehow be looking at partnerships, no longer as our idea that we can do it on 

our own. … Sometimes we are too anxious to do it completely our way, but is there 

another way? How to find a match, how to build that kind of hybrid programme which 

could be with other partners? This is very significant. (staff member) 

As MYRADA aims to focus on the development and strengthening of localised economies, 

progressively the mode of working will be through hybrid programmes. Furthermore, each 

project location is becoming a network in itself, where relations – now maybe MYRADA-centred 

– will become more and more balanced. So, one important question is how MYRADA will 

maintain its field-based identity while engaging with other actors in collaborations that go 

beyond the current capacity building of fellow NGDOs as the main focus of its networking. This 

question relates to many other questions such as: how much and what aspects of the 

experimentation process should MYRADA keep in own hands; to what degree should MYRADA 

transfer its field-based identity to the Resource Centres and itself assume roles at higher levels, 

and what will be the consequences; how autonomous will each project unit be if these 

increasingly become networks in themselves; what will be the relationship between fully 

decentralised project units and the head office?  
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This latter is related to another uncertainty. Until now, MYRADA is operating as one 

organisation, albeit progressively decentralising. Its head office functions as a spider in the web, 

where key institutional strategies are composed in dialogue with the field and spread to all its 

project units once these are considered well groomed. A key figure in making the head office 

fulfil its role effectively and efficiently is the executive director. Being a decentralised 

organisation with strong guidance from a central office makes sense in these circumstances. 

However, it is not clear to what extent MYRADA has reflected about how it will evolve in a ‘post-

Aloysius’ era. Without a central pivot, the project units that are now decentralised may grow 

quickly more independent. Then, the pulls and pushes of their own networks may prove 

stronger than those of a head office. Although the global and Indian society seem to move 

towards becoming network societies, it is not clear whether changing from a decentralised into a 

network organisation will allow MYRADA to respond better to new challenges and maintain its 

cutting-edge position.  

Money, money, money 

Ever since the arrival of the present executive director, achieving financial autonomy has 

been an objective. After the initial difficult years, the executive director negotiated a corpus fund 

financed by a donor agency providing the organisation with an important, stable financial base. 

MYRADA has sought to develop a number of other defence mechanisms through the creation of 

assets, generation of income through the provision of services and sale of publications, and 

diversification of the donor portfolio to include more multilaterally funded government projects. 

The project units have also increasingly been encouraged to mobilise their own funding. 

Nonetheless, MYRADA’s operations largely depend on external funding. Based on its more 

recent experiences, MYRADA has opted for a stronger focus on autonomy and becoming 

financially self-sustaining. In consequence, it has increased fund raising with the communities, 

and more and more these pay for the services provided by MYRADA.   

However, this brings with it another tension, namely that of strengthening a business 

management perspective while maintaining MYRADA’s compassion with the poor. A staff 

member:

Now the people are paying for it, the expectations are very different, the questions they 

ask are very different, our responsibilities are very different… But then, it is such a tough 

job of “okay, whose expectations do we satisfy?” That varies, how do we deal with it? It is 
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like a business enterprise yet to have compassion…  I think we need regular affirmation 

of what our values are, not to forget that we actually stand for certain things. So, even 

when circumstances make us run a business like an enterprise, these values still hold 

and then how do we put it into practice.  

Also, being paid by the communities instead of by donor agencies brings with it a change in 

financial flows. While there is an awareness at the executive level of the need to manage 

insecurities in this period of intensified transformation, and Resource Centre managers have 

been told that they will remain MYRADA staff for the time being, it is clear that the situation is 

challenging. 

I mean working as a RC manager is very different from working as a sector officer. As a 

SO you had the money and you spent it. Whereas as a RC manager you have the 

perpetual nightmare every night ‘will people pay this RC next year?’(staff member) 

Although not necessarily negative, it is an irony that in order to enhance its independence, 

MYRADA has chosen to become more market-oriented by selling services to the communities, 

either directly or through the Resource Centres or CIDORs, thereby passing on current donor 

norms to the communities.

From the above paragraphs, a complex web of dilemmas emerges that an NGDO such as 

MYRADA has to confront when responding to or anticipating changes in its context. The web 

touches upon deep and fundamental issues of, among others, MYRADA’s autonomy, its 

changing identity, the relationship with Resource Centres and in the end with the people it aims 

to work for, the relationship between the decentralised project units and head office, and with 

external stakeholders.

The next Chapter will deal with the theory on the basis of the empirical material. After a 

reflection about the major shifts in theoretical considerations generated by the case study, the 

different theoretical elements are brought together in a new framework. 



 132 

Chapter 7 

THEORETICAL RECONSIDERATIONS 

The following sections expound the shifts in thinking brought forward by the case study, 

after which the different theoretical concepts and their possible linkages will be explored that 

have emerged from the empirical material. 

7.1  Original theoretical considerations 

The original central research question was: How do strategic change processes influence 

the external position of Non-Governmental Development Organisations (NGDO) as relevant 

actors in sustainable development and civil society building in relation to a globalising state, 

market and society?

 Sub-questions were formulated based on the central question:  

1. Globalisation: How do globalisation processes affect the position of NGDOs as relevant 

development actors in sustainable development and civil society building? 

Development organisations are confronted by new demands framed by the emerging 

globalised context for IDC as they pursue their social change goals. Organisations will 

have to (re)position themselves in relation to the public sector, civil society and the 

market, and in relation to the arena in which they wish to bring change. 

2. Strategic change: What strategic change processes are NGDOs setting in motion in 

order to reposition themselves effectively? 

Organising aspects influence an NGDO’s performance, reputation and in the end, its 

position.

3. Position: How are the design, implementation and success of these change processes 

being influenced by the position within the stake-holding networks in which an NGDO 

functions, and vice versa? 

An NGDO is conceived here as an agency that is both internally and externally 

organised as a network. 
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After a first exploration of literature, the research was focused in the following way. In 

view of the lack of empirical data and ready-at-hand theories, the study aimed at formulating 

and answering ontological questions. Rather than testing theories, the emphasis is on 

building theory. Theoretical concepts derived from existing theories were to be used as 

sensitising concepts (Strauss and Corbin 1998). The main theoretical aspects in the 

research question were the globalising context of international development cooperation, the 

non-governmental sector in a framework of intensifying transnational relationships, and 

strategic change and position of NGDOs (see Chapter 2: Initial research themes and 

theoretical reflection). 

While globalisation deeply impacts upon Southern countries, little empirical work at local 

level has been done (RAWOO 2000). Hence, with regard to the first theoretical aspect, the 

research was to focus on how globalisation processes impact on Southern non-

governmental development actors.   

Secondly, based on the belief that only explicitly integrative models allow for a recognition 

of the complexity of strategic change processes with Southern NGDOs, the researcher 

intended to draw from models of strategic change management that explicitly aim to 

integrate various strands of theoretical thinking. The concept of strategic change was chosen 

as defined by Tichy (1983): non-routine, non-incremental, and discontinuous change which 

alters the overall orientation of the organisation and/or components of the organisation. 

Another model which was thought to be useful was one developed by Pettigrew et al. (1992),

which integrates the content, contexts and processes of change over time to explain 

differential achievements of change objectives.  

In a first attempt to describe the strategic position of an NGDO both the locational (place 

where the organisation is physically located or working, especially in relation to others) as 

well as the relational aspects (to other actors of relevance to the mission and operations of 

the NGDO) were considered of importance. As no body of knowledge exists on the position 

of NGDOs, the research intended to deepen understanding of how the NGDO and its 

different stakeholders perceive the NGDO’s position, and how these perceptions influence 

and interact with the design, the implementation and the results of strategic change 

processes.  

7.2 Main theoretical shifts based on the case study  

Based on the case study of MYRADA, several observations can be made about the need 

for adjusting or deepening theoretical considerations. The first concerns the perceived 



 134 

influence of globalisation. Secondly, the shift in focus is described from strategic change to 

the process of changing and the resulting attention for scale and pace of change. Thirdly, 

some observations are made regarding position and positioning. The observations relate to 

dimensions that emerge from the empirical material as important to the dialogical 

relationship between the organisational change process and positioning, which will be 

elaborated further in section 7.3.1. Section 7.2 closes with some remarks about learning and 

the link with the processes of change.  

7.2.1 From globalisation to sense-making (of) change factors 

The research started with the question regarding the impacts of globalisation processes. 

In a way, this reflected the author’s biased way of ‘outside-in’-looking at organisations, and 

her perception about the primacy of such processes. Although between 2001 and 2003, the 

period during which field visits took place, MYRADA has been paying increased attention to 

effects of globalisation, the context as it presents itself to the organisation consists of many 

factors. From the start of the study, it was clear that a manager takes into consideration this 

multitude. He (in the case of MYRADA) does not single out globalisation as one force, but 

juggles the multiple forces, which often are intertwined in their causes and effects. In the 

case of MYRADA, the organisation has the leeway to decide whether to take on challenges 

resulting from globalisation or not. The results from the case study in fact show that 

globalisation as such could not be singled out as a major change factor. Hence the choice 

was made to analyse the situation from the perspective of the organisation itself (‘inside-out’) 

and to shift the focus from changes provoked by globalisation to the change process itself. In 

consequence, how is the context perceived and how is this translated into sense-making 

change factors became a research theme.  

Weick (1999: 41) describes sense-making as “sizing up a situation, and trying to discover 

what you have while you simultaneously act and have some effect on what you discover”. 

He describes it as the ongoing retrospective development of plausible images that 

rationalise what people are doing, whereby they focus on a limited set of cues. Decision-

making should be distinguished from sense-making as the latter sets the frame within which 

decisions are made. The case highlights some of the aspects and mechanisms as applied 

by MYRADA. Examples are the collectivisation of sense-making and the linking with 

decision-making about (re)directing change processes, the conscious cultivation of 

organisational permeability, and the timely picking up of signals sometimes years in 

advance.
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7.2.2 From strategic change to changing 

Although major shifts have taken place also at the level of MYRADA’s cognitive 

framework or the overall orientation of the organisation of its components, none showed the 

characteristics as defined by Tichy (1983). It was felt that important information would be 

missed out if the study would include only those strategic change moments that were “non-

routine, non-incremental, and discontinuous” (Tichy 1983: 17) as was planned initially. 

Hence, besides using the theoretical frameworks that were initially chosen as sensitising 

concepts, it was decided to include the concepts of first, second- and third-order changes in 

order to explore the scale of change (Bartunek and Moch 1987)1. Additionally, it was decided 

to explore the path and pace of change through the concepts of discontinuous and 

continuous change as explained by Weick and Quinn (1999). These concepts are explored 

in more detail in section 7.3.1. 

The findings of the case study support the stand of Weick and Quinn (1999), who plead 

for a position intermediate between the continuous and the discontinuous change models, 

where the focus is on changing instead of on change. However, it should be noted that in the 

case of MYRADA, to a great extent it was the organisation itself that chose to modify rather 

than replace, and to combine second- and first-order changes to achieve third-order ones. 

These choices brought forth not only benefits, but also strains in the form of, for example, 

more stress for the staff. Although an organisation has the room to make choices regarding 

the scale of change, this is not unlimited as each choice brings along benefits as well as 

downsides.

The case study reinforces the conclusion of Weick and Quinn (1999: 382) that the 

effectiveness of change “is not contingent on the degree to which it is planned”. Effectively 

planning change processes is only possible to a limited degree, especially in a volatile 

environment in which most NGDOs are working. Smillie and Hailey (2001: 110) conclude 

that “in a volatile political setting, with uncertain resources, the most successful formal NGO 

strategies are likely to be the broad institutional ones that serve to keep the organisation as 

a whole on course”. This is mirrored in the way third-order changes take place in MYRADA: 

a broad vision to guide the change process and smaller changes that concretise each next 

step, leaving enough flexibility to correct mistakes and to adapt to changing circumstances.  

1 Bartunek and Moch (1987) defined first-order changes as incremental modifications that make sense within an 
established framework or method of operating. Second-order changes are modifications in the frameworks, 
while third-order changes involve a fundamental change of the framework itself. 



 136 

7.2.3 From position to positioning and the link with changing 

As both the environment and the goal may change, in line with the shift from change to

changing, it made sense to use a more dynamic view and to change the research focus from 

position to positioning. From the case study, positioning emerges as the interplay between 

the content, process and context of responding by an NGDO in the light of a changing 

environment in order to achieve its goal. Rather than collecting data around locational and 

relational aspects, the case looked into these processes of responding by NGDOs.  

In part this coincides with the emphasis put by Pettigrew et al. (1992) on the same 

interplay between content, process and context of change. However, the case study further 

shows the importance for NGDOs to take into consideration the reciprocal interactions 

between the changing context and the desired output. A social change objective can be 

reformulated in the light of new trends because an NGDO focuses on its higher-level 

mission. This further complicates processes of changing within NGDOs. Therefore, initially 

the study followed the distinction made by Smillie and Hailey (2001) between management 

of change (to bring about changes within the organisation) and management for change 

aimed at achieving the organisation’s developmental goal. The distinction seemed important 

as it emphasizes the multiple challenges an NGDOs has to juggle and which sets them apart 

from for-profit organisations. However, deeper reflection and further discussion about the 

empirical material led to the conclusion that from an organisation’s ‘inside-out’ perspective, 

change processes cover changes within the organisation (e.g. decentralisation) as well as 

changes towards the development goal (e.g. focusing on people’s organisations). Both form 

part of an organisation’s proactive or reactive response to change factors.  

In consequence, if processes of changing within an organisation are defined as 

organising and processes of changing towards achieving the organisation’s developmental 

goal as positioning, then changing encompasses both organising and positioning.

From the case study, three dimensions appear to form the heart of positioning. The first 

relates to where one stands as a development actor, the second with what financial means 

one achieves one’s developmental goal, and the third to the relationships with and among 

internal and external stakeholders. With these three dimensions, both the interplay between 

content, process and context of responding, and the interactions between the changing 

context and a desired output can be analysed. All three dimensions represent ranges in 

choices and dilemmas which any development actor must resolve as they lie at the heart of 

its existence. 

As was seen during the case study, this process can only be effective if the organisation 

has a strong conviction regarding its values and its long term goal, and the capacity to 
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formulate strong hypotheses about contributions of intermediate objectives, target groups 

and stakeholders. 

The following sections will look into the three dimensions and some of the choices and 

dilemmas. 

Where one stands as a development actor 

It has to be noted that the dimension of level does not refer only to the scale or outreach, 

but also to the choice where the organisation’s loyalty lies. Brown et al. (2000) argue that 

globalisation processes have contributed to the rising numbers and influence of NGOs in 

many countries, particularly in the international arena. They describe how these NGOs often 

seek to expand their impacts beyond local and national initiatives. However, for MYRADA 

the external changes have led to the decision to focus more and more on the development 

and strengthening of local economies. In the view of MYRADA’s executive director it is only 

at a later stage, when MYRADA’s strategies have been refined and its experiences 

consolidated, that it expects to feed back its insights to national and international agencies. 

Even so, while for MYRADA its stand as a development actor is clear, continually it has to 

make choices and resolve dilemmas.  

Smillie and Hailey (2001) quote one manager talking about the problem of working with 

two sets of constituencies, one demand-based and the other supply-based: 

The demand-based constituency is the one to whom we must deliver our services; the supply 

side is the funding agency or donors. The real challenge is to try to balance these two, 

matching demand with supply and still maintaining the integrity of purpose in terms of one’s 

own organisation, mission and strategy. 

The case study indicates further strains when both the supply and the demand side 

consist of diverse constituencies. For example, in one district MYRADA works with partner 

NGDOs, community groups, and research institutions, but also with banks and government 

agencies. An NGDO constantly has to make choices about its commitment or allegiance, not 

only in its discourse but also in its practice. A related challenge lies in the need to 

continually, flexibly and creatively rethink the priorities as the order of objectives – and by 

implication, of target groups – shifts in the light of changes in its environment. Though for 

MYRADA it is clear that its commitment lies with the poorer sections of the rural 

communities, it has to invest efforts to service other demand-based constituencies such as 
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partner NGDOs in order to achieve a greater impact on the lives of its ultimate beneficiaries 

in the longer term. Working with diverse sets of constituencies demands from the 

organisation that it has strong pro-poor values and clear ideas about how to weigh short-

term gains and longer-term goals, and can formulate realistic hypotheses about the role 

each intermediate target group can play.  

Financial means

Fowler (2000c) states that discussions about significant organisational change or 

repositioning are typically overshadowed by worries about income and size. Though 

relationships with donor agencies are central to most NGDOs, there is a considerable 

amount of ambiguity in the way they are perceived. While donors may call their relationship 

with NGDOs a partnership, more often than not the relationship is contractual and output-

oriented. The same applies to the other major supplier of means, the government. Hence, 

Smillie and Hailey (2001) describe a number of buffering strategies that successful NGDOs 

develop to protect core activities from interference by funding agencies and from the 

instability of the funding regime.  

All these relate to the process of weighing the various advantages and disadvantages of 

each funding channel. International donor agencies maybe generous, but are likely to 

change their funding priorities. Taking up a government programme may increase 

opportunities to influence policies, but working in such a programme may cause more stress 

to the staff. Funding by communities can prove a sustainable long-term strategy; however, it 

can put too much emphasis on business thinking and an inadequate focus on those sections 

of society that cannot pay. Other considerations also play a role. An NGDO requires the 

means to undertake development interventions. At the same time it has to protect its 

autonomy. How will each agency interfere in the organisation’s functioning and goal-setting? 

A balanced portfolio of supply-based constituencies makes it possible to continually 

adjust the activities to diverse needs and interests, weighing objectives against threats and 

short- and longer-term gains. This again demands clarity regarding the organisation’s values 

and long-term goal. 

Internal and external stakeholders 

Smillie and Hailey (2001) define decentralisation as the degree to which authority and 

responsibility are spread down and outwards within an organisation. They describe three 
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manifestations of decentralisation: deconcentration, delegation and devolution, the latter 

being the most far-reaching kind as it means the transfer of authority to individuals or groups 

that are independent of the organisation. Each of these approaches has clearly different 

implications for the structure and complexity of the internal network of an organisation, and 

each offers different challenges to deal with the tension between central and decentralised 

units. MYRADA already balances a mix of all three approaches. Still, it intends to move 

further on the path of decentralisation and to open up the possibility to make RCs 

independent and possibly, project units and CIDORs as well. The consequence is that the 

number and range of internal stakeholders will increase and as a result, the complexity of 

resolving or managing the differences between stakeholders. This is already felt by staff, 

who question whose needs should be served, as the communities that pay for the services 

are not homogeneous. The question “For whom am I working?” reflects a driving value for 

most staff. 

Currently, MYRADA has linkages with donor agencies and NGOs at international, 

national, state and local levels. With banks as well as with the Indian Government, it has 

linkages at national, state and local levels. The people’s organisations it supports have direct 

linkages with the corporate sector.  MYRADA thus plays different roles at different levels and 

with different actors. 

While MYRADA is moving towards increased networking with external stakeholders, as 

the case study shows, this clearly brings along strains because network members have 

different interests, rhythm, and processes of innovation. Furthermore, if each project unit 

evolves into more and more autonomous networks with equal relationships between the 

stakeholders, it may become increasingly difficult to make MYRADA’s voice heard. As is the 

case with the positioning of the organisation, changes in the external environment demand a 

continual re-evaluation and re-ordering of priorities, and accurate assumptions about inputs 

of network partners. 

With the increasing internal and external networking, various dilemmas emerge of which 

the most important is the question what is the organisation’s corporate identity, e.g. how 

field-rooted will MYRADA be and in what areas. How much will it adopt from others and how 

much will it insist on its own standards and practices? A related dilemma refers to how much 

an organisation needs to and is able to invest in networking. Given the organisation’s goal, 

how will it distribute its resources, and with what consequences in the short and longer term?   

Again, to answer these questions, the organisation needs to be very clear regarding its 

values and long-term goal.  

The following section discusses the relationships between changing and learning. 
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7.2.4 New: learning  

While learning in itself was not a research theme, the case study pointed out an intimate 

relationship with changing. This relationship is not yet fully understood and needs further 

exploration. Nevertheless, in the following paragraphs, some preliminary observations will be 

presented.

First of all, investing in different ways and channels of learning occurs to be an important 

organisational strategy. Learning seems to have accompanied all processes of changing. 

Even so, it appears that changes of the first order go with ‘simpler’ learning processes, while 

changes of a higher-order require more exhaustive efforts. E.g. introduction of a new, 

straightforward administrative requirement comes with a simple training session for involved 

staff and on-the-job support. The multi-prong process of changing towards, among others, 

Resource Centres is accompanied by a comprehensive process of capacity building for all 

senior field staff, close on-the-job accompaniment, and an intensification of exchange and 

sharing of experiences and insights.  

Noteworthy is that especially those change processes that bring along uncertainties, 

insecurities and initially also a lot of frustrations, bring forth most “experiences that evolve 

into stories and then develop into the MYRADA’s folklore”2. This folklore forms a key part of 

the organisational culture and embeds the lessons how challenges are tackled in the 

organisation.  

Another feature of MYRADA’s approach is the coupling of formal with informal learning 

strategies. Experiential learning and formal training events co-exist and seem to reinforce 

each other’s effects. This link will be further explored in section 7.3.4. The section 

furthermore aims to connect the different elements brought forward by the empirical material 

with some theoretical concepts that emanate from literature on sense-making, organisational 

change, and learning. 

7.3  Theoretical reconsiderations: a new way of looking  

The reality of organising, changing and learning is a multiple reality full of tensions, 

conflicts and dynamics (Boonstra 2004b). This section outlines some theoretical 

reconsiderations in the light of the empirical material and the process of gathering and 

analysing it. It lays out some dilemmas or dimensions that emerge as important to 

2 Vidya Ramachandran, MYRADA staff, e-mail 9th September 2004. 
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understand choices related to organisational changing, and positioning, and their dialogical 

relationship. 

Whether one’s viewpoint is global or local makes a difference in how the rate of change, 

and inertias and accomplishments are observed (Weick and Quinn 1999). It should be 

stressed that the viewpoint of the present study is from an organisation ‘outwards’ and not 

from an external consultant or researcher ‘inwards’. Although these positions are not 

mutually exclusive, it is important to understand the reasoning in this study of, for example, 

rate and tempo of change from that viewpoint.  

7.3.1 Changing 

In their review of change as a school of thought on organisational analysis, Weick and 

Quinn (1999: 363) state that “there is a continuing debate whether change research is 

developing as a cumulative and falsifiable body of knowledge”. They adhere to assessments 

of the state of the art in organisational change research that too often, theoretical 

contributions and recommendations regarding organisational change are repeated without 

further empirical refinement or expansion. The proliferation of the change literature 

complicates efforts to bring clarity. 

Van de Ven and Poole (1995. In: Weick and Quinn 1999) suggested bringing some order 

to the organisational change literature based on the mode of change (first- or second-order 

change3) and the unit of change (a single organisation or the interactions between several 

organisations or several organisations and the interactions among them). Weick and Quinn 

propose a third dimension - tempo, defined as the “characteristic rate, rhythm, or pattern of 

work and activity” (Random House 1987. In: Weick and Quinn 1999: 365). They distinguish 

two contrasting tempos of change: episodic (infrequent, discontinuous, and intentional) and 

continuous (ongoing, evolving and cumulative), based on 5 properties of any comprehensive 

change theory suggested by Dunphy (1996. In: Weick and Quinn 1999. See Table 7.3.1).  

In the empirical material presented in Chapter 5, all three dimensions, mode of change, 

unit, and tempo of change, and their dialectical themes (first-, second- or third-order change; 

single or multi-organisational entities; and episodic or continuous change) can be found. If 

the focus is on change as the unit of analysis, then especially first- and second-order 

changes may appear to be discontinuous. However, rather than following an either-or  

3 For Bartunek and Moch’s (1987) definition of mode of change see section 7.2.2.  
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TABLE 7.3.1: Comparison of episodic and continuous change  
(after Weick and Quinn 1999: 366) 

Properties of any 

change theory 

(following Dunphy) 

Episodic Change  Continuous Change 

Metaphor of 

organisation 

Organisation is inertial, change is 

infrequent, discontinuous, intentional 

Organisation  is emergent and self-

organising. Change is constant, 

evolving, cumulative 

Analytic framework Change is an occasional, dramatic 

and externally driven interruption or 

divergence from equilibrium. It is a 

failure of the organisation to adapt to 

a changing environment. Perspective: 

macro, distant, global 

Key concepts: inertia, replacement 

and substitution, revolution and 

discontinuity 

Change is a pattern of endless 

cumulating and amplifying 

adaptations, driven by organisational 

instability and alert reactions to daily 

contingencies. 

Perspective: micro, close, local 

Key concepts: recurrent interactions, 

emergent patterns, improvisation, 

learning 

Ideal organisation Capable of continuous adaptation Capable of continuous adaptation 

Intervention theory Necessary change is created by 

inertia. Lewinian change (goal 

seeking, progressive, motivated by 

disequilibrium, requires outsider 

intervention.

Unfreeze – transition - refreeze 

Change is a redirection of what is 

already under way. Confucian 

change (cyclical, processional, 

without end state, eternal equilibrium 

seeking. 

Freeze – rebalance – unfreeze 

Role of change 

agent 

Prime mover who creates change by 

changing meaning systems 

Sense-maker who redirect change by 

making salient and reframing current 

patterns (freeze) 

approach and attempt to partition the events and processes, it seems to make more sense 

to use the above described themes and their tensions to understand and describe processes 

of changing. As asserted by Weick and Quinn (1999) focusing on changing rather than 

change encourages an open mind and allows consideration of insights from the different 

perspectives of change research. 

With this focus, inquiring from within the organisation suggests that changing is 

continuous, but that different modes of change can be observed. There appears to be no 
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strict sequence in which modes follow each other. First- and second-order changes can 

follow a change of the third-order, while the opposite can also be observed. Nevertheless, 

third-order change is rarer than second-order, which is rarer than first-order change. Also, at 

a given point in time, tempo and mode can vary, not only within one change area, e.g. 

organisational structure, but also between areas.  Moreover, modes may differ not only 

between change areas within one organisational unit, but can also diverge from one 

organisational unit to another. From an organisation’s point of view, it is permanently in a 

process of reactive or proactive changing, with periods of organisation-wide intensified or 

decreased changing, while tempi and modes vary.  

Boonstra (2004b: 451) suggests an intervention theory based on continuous changing in 

which “organising, changing and learning are seen as interactive processes in which people 

construct their relationships, activities and meanings”. In this continuous process of 

intertwining activities, relationships and sense-making, the problem is one of redirecting an 

ongoing process. Hence, in the process of changing, an equilibrium-seeking cycle of freeze-

rebalance-unfreeze-freeze emerges (Weick and Quinn 1999). To freeze continuous change 

is to make patterns visible e.g. through narratives, metaphors, and schemes. To rebalance is 

to reinterpret, re-label and re-sequence the patterns so that they unfold with fewer 

blockages. To unfreeze is to resume improvisation, translation, and learning in ways that are 

now more mindful. From the data, this process can clearly be observed. Moreover, from a 

perspective higher than a local organisational entity, multiple non-synchronised cycles can 

be observed in the different areas where changing takes place. 

In the continuous change intervention theory, changing at local level is underlined as the 

level where people interact and make sense of their own social reality. At this local level, 

multiple realities may be voiced and contribute to small-scale changes, which can have 

decisive consequences because of self-reinforcing feedback loops and relations in a social 

network (Boonstra 2004b). From the empirical material presented here, this emphasis on the 

local level cannot be confirmed. Rather, the interlacing of local and higher levels seems to 

play a central role in changing and the accumulation of small(er) changes to a 

transformational change at a higher level. For example, changing becomes effective if 

visioning at a higher level in the organisation is intermingled with local experiments and 

feedback, or when local narratives are identified and reinterpreted in a national or global 

context, or when local practices are promoted as worth visiting or writing about by higher 

levels. Small-scale innovations do not spread naturally; their contribution to large-scale or 

third-order change is not a process of trickle-down or a movement from higher to lower 

density of ideas. The spreading of innovations follows formal and informal, designed and 

evolved channels and patterns for interaction. An effective intertwining of different 

organisational levels plays an important role. This calls for a closer inquiry into actors, 
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horizontal and vertical mechanisms, systems, and processes of internal and external 

networking of an organisation.   

Sensitising concepts:  

Is the distinction between modes of only classificatory value or does it enable the formulation 

of hypotheses that might be tested against the second case study; mechanisms, actors, 

systems and processes of internal and external networking of an organisation that allow for 

and contribute to an effective freezing, rebalancing and unfreezing of processes of changing. 

Explicit attention is to be paid to processes of sense-making, as they are crucial to 

understanding social interaction processes.  

Organising, positioning and changing 

As argued in section 7.2.3, for NGDOs as social change organisations, changing 

comprises both change processes related to organising and choice-making about its internal 

functioning, and change processes related to positioning and choice-making about its 

external relationships aimed at achieving its social change goal. The term choice-making is 

used deliberately rather than ‘deciding’, or ‘choosing’ in order to emphasize both the range of 

choices (or dilemmas) and thus the inherent acts of weighing and balancing, and the active 

nature of the process.  

The distinction between organising and positioning is considered meaningful, because 

their descriptors do not coincide and because the change processes in these two areas are 

of a different nature. Thus, while organising and positioning are not separate areas of 

changing, they do indicate the dual outlook that NGDOs have to balance and the 

complexities any inquiry into changing with NGDOs needs to take into consideration. One 

such complexity is that results from the case study seem to indicate that organising and 

positioning are interlinked. Organising and positioning appear to relate to each other as 

communicating vessels, with any choice made in the area of organisational change 

influencing the area of positioning, and vice versa. 

Sensitising concepts: relationships between organising and positioning

Positioning 

Organisations increasingly have to deal with complexity and dynamics of production, 

innovation, and creation (Boonstra 2004a). As social change organisations, NGDOs face 
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complex, intensifying turbulence in societies and communities where they aim to bring about 

change. NGDOs therefore continually have to make choices regarding their position, for 

example, in relation to other actors. The empirical material suggests that three, possibly four 

dilemmas or ranges in choice-making are of importance when one seeks to understand 

processes of positioning. These dilemmas, described in the following paragraphs, are 

therefore considered descriptors for change processes related to positioning.  

A first dilemma or range relates to the local-global divide, or where one stands as a 

development actor (related to where does one’s commitment lies). With the recent 

international developments and processes of globalisation, NGDOs have often chosen to 

enter, or been propelled onto the international stage, forming global alliances, participating in 

international arenas. However, it is hypothesized that few have found a satisfactory balance 

between field-rootedness and work at the international level. Choices related to this dilemma 

have consequences for an organisation’s identity, image and credibility. 

A second dilemma has to do with the sources of (financial) means. Increasing funding by 

the state for activities earlier performed by government agencies, coupled with radically 

changing priorities and funding policies of international donors, and transformations in local 

economies force Southern NGDOs to face pressing and important choices regarding their 

sources of finance.  

Choices regarding to what extent the organisation depends on external funding have 

repercussions on an organisation’s autonomy, sustainability and legitimacy, forcing NGDOs 

to rethink, inter alia, their relationships with the state and the market.  

The third dilemma refers to the actors with which an NGDO collaborates. The relational 

aspect is laid down in the concept of an NGDO, that is an organisation that is non-

governmental. Nevertheless, in the years after the concept first emerged, the patterns of 

interaction and relating have become more dense, complex, interrelated and multi-tiered. For 

an NGDO, positioning itself in this myriad of interactions and relationships lies at the core of 

its social change approach. Choices influence not only an organisation’s boundaries, its 

autonomy and permeability, but also the allocation of scarce resources. 

Finally, a possible fourth range in choice-making touches on the content of the NGDO’s 

development approach. Choices influence and are influenced by a variety of aspects 

including the actors involved in, for example, a sector- versus an integrated approach, 

opportunities to balance fieldwork with advocacy, and the kind of donors that can be 

interested. Hence, choices relate to, among others, the organisation’s approach to 

networking, its identity as a development actor, and its internal organisation. 
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Sensitising concepts/questions:  

- Are these the key dilemmas that characterize choice-making in the area of positioning 

Are there any other axes of positioning e.g. field-work vs. advocacy, research vs. action, 

first-order actor vs. enabler of others. These ‘axes of positioning’ are not always 

mutually exclusive, but do entail trade-offs. They are hinted at in the case study; are 

they expressed more emphatically in subsequent cases?  

- A concept that could be explored further is ‘niche’ which can be understood as a 

suitable or fitting position. The global/local axis and that of whom one works with could 

be seen as aspects of niche or consequences of choices about it. What role does 

competition play in processes of choice-making about positioning? 

- What are the relationships between the different dilemmas, how do they interact? 

Organising

Based on the empirical data, various observations could be made regarding organising in 

NGDOs, e.g. regarding distributed vs. concentrated decision making; fluidity vs. stability in 

assignments and teams; evaluations and their use: for learning or for accounting, and how 

these contribute to success or failure in changing. However, most of these observations 

would be of a success-failure type, which abound in the literature on management, and 

organisational change and development. The development sector (e.g. donors) generally 

focuses on this type of monitoring and evaluation. As most NGDOs are funded on a project 

basis with a cycle of one to three years, and outcomes of project evaluations are often tied to 

funding decisions, learning capacities of the entire sector have been severely limited.   

By moving away from a success-failure mindset and focusing on the dimensions which 

can inform reflection-in-action and reflection-on-reflection-in-action (Schön 1983. In: 

Boonstra 2004a) in processes of organising, the need emanates to explore the ranges in 

choice-making that are key to understanding processes of organising. An NGDO or any 

organisation for that matter continually faces choices regarding its internal organising that 

are ambiguous in range and vague in consequences. Identifying those dilemmas that form 

the crux of processes of organising and exploring their relationship to dilemmas of 

positioning will deepen understanding of processes of changing. One such dilemma that 

may be useful is diversity - homogeneity. This range can apply to organisational culture, but 

also to organisational units. Another possible dilemma is centralised - decentralised, which 

touches upon a range of other aspects such as organisational culture, and (internal and 

external) networking. A third dilemma is informal - formal which can refer to the 

organisation’s systems, channels of learning and so on. 
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Sensitising concepts/questions:

- Dilemmas or ranges of choice-making in organising, including ‘diversity-homogeneity’; 

- What are the relationships between the different dilemmas, how do they interact; 

- How do the descriptors that define organising interact with descriptors that characterise 

positioning? 

7.3.2 The organisation and its context 

The problems and challenges which NGDOs are facing are increasingly becoming 

unstructured and ambiguous areas in which a great diversity of actors interacts with each 

other. NGDOs are explicitly and consciously open organisations. In consequence, the 

environment is generating potential triggers for change in both areas of positioning and 

organising. Sometimes organisations perceive these triggers to have potential 

consequences for both organising and positioning, and a situation could be created where 

‘waves’ or change processes from both communicating vessels interact. Moreover, as social 

change organisations, NGDOs explicitly aim to bring about change in their context. They 

may direct their efforts to bring about change to block or enhance contextual drivers that are 

perceived to influence negatively or positively their effectiveness. As a result, processes of 

positioning, but also of organising, are not only worked upon by their environment, but 

actively and intently aim to influence their own working context. Therefore, organisational 

boundaries are vague and ambiguous. 

When environments are characterized by turmoil, unpredictability and ambiguous 

questions and issues, organisations evolve within complex systems in which actors 

constantly interact with one another and give meaning to the events around them 

(Checkland and Scholtes 1995. In: Boonstra 2004a).  Causal relationships between specific 

actions and their effects become blurred by the complexity of the interactions between actors 

both inside and outside the organisation. In these interactions, the boundaries between 

organisations and their surroundings become less distinct. It can be said that the 

organisation and the surroundings are complementary; they define each other. The unit of 

renewal is no longer the organisation but consists of organisational networks in their 

surroundings.  

Sense-making

According to Weick (2001), the existence of environments as an entity is problematic. He 

argues that organisational theorists act as if it is obvious what the environment is and where 
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it is. They “tend to dismiss the assertion that the environment is located in the mind of the 

actor and imposed by him on experience in order to make that experience more meaningful”. 

Based on Piaget’s ideas (Piaget 1962. In: Weick 2001: 185), Weick’s perspective is that 

environments are constituted by actions or flows of events and stored in the head as causal 

maps depicting how the flows are causally related. A first component or emphasis4 (Weick 

2001) of sense-making is enactment which can be understood as making sense in action. 

Enactment can be constrained by past experience and is consequential for contemporary or 

future enactment processes. Through enactment, people pro- or reactively act their way into 

understanding. In Weick’s view, enactment and thus action form a key component or 

emphasis of sense-making.  

A second emphasis of sense-making is selection (Weick 2001) which deals with 

identifying and editing those accounts of enactment that best fit with prior understandings of 

plausibility. It is closely linked to interpretation which is the process of developing models for 

understanding the flow of events, bringing out meaning, and assembling conceptual 

schemes. He states that the main product of an organisation is interpretations rather than 

decisions as “interpretations precede and constrain decision-making and serve as the 

environment that shapes and is shaped by the decision” (Weick 2001: 238). In consequence, 

although Weick (2001) treats interpretation as part of selection, here they are separated as 

to underscore the importance of interpretation. A fourth emphasis is retention which is about 

articulating plausible maps, often in narrative form, that summarize a sense of the situation. 

Weick states that retention is much more than just a repository, it is a site of summaries that 

matter. As the criterion guiding the process of retention is plausibility rather than accuracy, 

contextual changes5 have numerous features that are overlooked and forgotten. Learning 

then happens when “people notice some of what was previously overlooked and overlook 

some of what was previously noticed” (Weick and Westley 1996. In: Weick 2001: 305). In 

Weick’s view, organisational culture is “an enacted environment that results from 

retrospective interpretation of recurrent patterns in enactment”, which reflects how things are 

done (Weick 2001: 306). Culture is said to coordinate action at a distance by several 

4 Weick (2001: 96) perceives organising “as” sense-making, “through” sense-making or “for” sense-making. He 
then identifies five categories that correspond to different emphases in organising, whereby he distinguishes first 
ecological change, enactment, selection, retention and doubt, and later ecological change, enactment, selection 
(covering also interpretation), retention and remembering. Here, emphasis is preferred above component to 
underline the continuity and non-linearity of the sense-making process, and four emphases are distinguished: 
enactment (including remembering), selection, interpretation, and retention. 
5 According to Weick (2001: 97) “ecological changes’ are noticeable changes, that trigger sense-making. As 
these are a mixture of imposed models, fixed properties and malleable properties modified by intrusive actions, 
they should not be called external. As prior actions shape the appearance of ecological change, they are 
responses as much as they are stimuli. Hence, he prefers to treat them as interruptions, surprises or discrepancies 
rather than dynamics of the environment. While the substance of his observations is relevant to the present 
study, ‘ecology’ has a strong connotation as a branch of biology. Therefore, in this study, these ‘surprises’ will 
be called contextual changes.
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symbolic means. Symbolic processes are central in sense-making as presumptions about 

patterns that underlie concrete actions constrain interpretation.  

Weick (2001) also distinguishes remembering which is about using retained knowledge. 

In the use lies a tension because retained knowledge being dated, is in part a useful but in 

part also a deceiving guide to the future. According to Weick, for effective sense-making, it is 

important to use retained knowledge flexibly. He states that “guidance from the past needs 

to be mixed with alertness to the non-routine in the present…. People need to both believe 

and doubt what they know” (Weick 2001: 357). In this study, remembering is taken to be 

included in enactment. In consequence, in further sections remembering will not be further 

dealt with separately.  

Enactment, selection, interpretation and retention form the loosely coupled emphases of 

the ‘untidy’ process of sense-making. This is represented in the figure 7.3.2. 

Figure 7.3.2: sense-making (after Weick 2001)

                          

Contextual changes

Flow of events

Selection

Interpretation

Enactment

Retention

Images of Reality

In the multiple-actor contexts in which NGDOs are active, sense-making can be 

described as follows: 

Sense-making in social processes suggests that people construct their own reality on the 

basis of what they experience….. This subjective reality helps people to understand, 

explain and predict what is going on. Sense-making is seen as a process involving the 

creation and reproduction of shared meanings (Weick 1979. In: Boonstra 2004a). In this 

process, shared meanings that were formed previously may be destroyed and alternative 

or new meanings are created. It is assumed that, by means of dialogue, consensus can 

be reached about present states and desirable states in the future…. Dialogue 
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presupposes multiple-voiced communication. Such a process allows the development of 

both a shared set of standards and values, and a shared language to understand events 

that occur in the process of transformation. Understanding each other’s point of view, 

interests and convictions is a prerequisite for developing a common image of a desirable 

future…. According to the theories of sense-making and social constructionism, the 

interaction between the actors takes place in the context of the constructs that were 

produced by earlier interactions. The production of constructs is made possible by what 

was produced earlier, but is at the same time limited by it.  (Boonstra 2004a). 

The challenge for NGDOs is to make sense of ‘surprises’ or triggers in a complex, 

turbulent, multiple-voiced, multi-tiered and multi-faceted context, to translate these into 

effective choices regarding organising and positioning, and to balance the gains and 

disadvantages linked to each choice. The next section explores deeper the interplay 

between sense-making, changing and choice-making. 

7.3.3 Again: changing 

While many facets of the relationships between positioning and organising remain 

blurred, a drive central to the dynamics of changing seems to be the interactive processes of 

sense-making of change factors and strategic choice-making.  

If ideas about sense-making as expressed by Weick (2001) and some understandings 

that have emerged from the empirical material are loosely intertwined, then exploring the 

research question “how is the context perceived and how is this translated into sense-

making change factors”, generates the couplings shown in figure 7.3.3a. 

In this figure, changing and sense-making are intertwined through processes of 

organising and positioning, by means of which organisations enact their contexts or flows of 

events, and processes of selection and interpretation which form the basis for (re)making 

images of reality which rationalize what people are doing (Weick 2001). Processes of 

organising and positioning can be understood through their dilemmas or ranges in choice, 

and are thus linked to choice-making. Time plays through the sketched dynamic in the form 

of prior, current and future choices, actions and images of the context. However, it is 

important to heed Weick’s warning to avoid portraying the process as linear (action followed 

by interpretation followed by retention) as the reality comprises of a complex of 

configurations, feedbacks and reciprocal influences.  
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Figure 7.3.3a: Again – changing 
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As mentioned earlier, the focus in first-order changes is on incremental modifications that 

make sense within an established framework or method of operating (Bartunek and Moch 

1987). Second-order changes are modifications in the framework, while third-order changes 

involve a fundamental transformation of the framework itself and its underlying principles. 

With first-order changes or improvements, problems and solutions are known, with second-

order changes problems are ambiguous but still recognizable and the search is for suitable 

solutions (Boonstra 2004a). The change is from a stable situation A to a stable situation B. 

This is not the case with third-order changes: not only are situations unstable, but problems 

are poorly defined and ambiguous, and interaction patterns are complex and unpredictable.   

Put in other words: first- and second-order changes take place within the same framework of 

how images of reality are made, while third-order changes alter the framework itself.  

Bringing the modes of first-, second- and third-order change into the above dynamic of 

changing, choice-making, and sense-making generates a further refinement by sifting first- 

and second-order from third-order processes of changing. The very rules, principles and 

values forming the basis on which images of reality are created and in consequence, 

processes of organising and positioning, of choice-making, and of selection-interpretation 

take place, are altered in a third-order change processes. In consequence, it should be 

recognised that the dynamic for third-order changes is more complex than for first- and 

second-order changes.  
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Weick (2001) describes organisations as interpretation systems that generate meaning. 

And making meaning is an issue of organisational culture which “adds latitude for 

interpretation, improvisation and unique action” (Weick 2001: 340). Culture creates a 

homogeneous set of assumptions, arguments and values which permeates the universe of 

its members or carriers by several symbolic means. The use of narratives seems to be one 

that is of particular importance. When people share the same stories, those stories provide 

general guidelines within which they can tailor diagnoses and solutions to local problems. 

Furthermore, stories not only coordinate, but they also “summarize and allow reconstruction 

of scenarios that are too complex for logical linear summaries to preserve” (Weick 2001: 

341).

Third-order changes focus on value systems at the organisational and individual level 

(Boonstra 2004a). They influence the existential identity which is one of the properties of an 

organisation that work upon efforts to size up a situation. In Weick’s words (1999: 43) 

identity “provides a centre from which judgments of relevance and sense fan out”. 

Additionally, third-order changes cannot take place without a transformation of the 

organisational culture, as culture frames the construction of reality; this in turn determines 

which rules, codes of behaviour and norms can be applied appropriately.  

For changes of a third-order the dynamic among changing, sense- and choice-making is 

fuelled by the interplay between organisational culture and identity. The refined configuration 

of modes of changing, sense- and choice-making is reflected in figure 7.3.3b. 

The term configuration has been chosen deliberately to circumvent connotations of 

linearity and highlight the different loops that are possible. The empirical material shows, for 

example, the interconnectedness of first-, second- and third-order changes. First- and 

second-order changes can ‘cumulate’ to third-order changes, and third-order changes can 

be concretized through consequent first- and second-order changes.  

Throughout the processes of changing that have been studied in the case, learning was 

an important accompaniment of changing. The following sections look into the interactions 

between changing and learning. Some theoretical contributions on learning and organisation 

are examined in section 7.3.4, after which in section 7.3.5 the connection is made with 

changing. 
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Figure 7.3.3b: Modes of changing  
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7.3.4 Learning and changing 

Modes of learning 

As with changing, an important partition is the mode of learning which can be first-, 

second-, or third-order (Argyris and Schön 1978; Schön 1983. In: Boonstra 2004a; 2004b).  

First-order learning is acquiring awareness of the effectiveness of rules of action, and 

accordingly adjusting rules, practices, and competencies. First-order learning applies to 

improving actions based on an acquired store of knowledge and experience. It pertains to 
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the schools of thought6 of behaviourism and cognition (Sauquet 2004). It is based on formal 

knowledge, and embrained and encoded knowledge as explained by Lam (2004) 7.

Second-order learning pertains to reflecting, while acting through an interactive process 

of asking questions, testing, reflecting, and adjusting while acting. Second-order learning is 

initiated when surprises are encountered through routine actions, when the problem is not 

immediately clear and known solutions no longer work. It is related to the schools of thought 

of cognition and of pragmatism (Sauquet 2004), and is based on embodied knowledge (Lam 

2004).

First- and second-order learning help in solving known problems and approaching 

definable issues which are related to first- and second-order changes. With third-order 

changes, where problems are ambiguous and renewal processes are initiated by 

interactions in organisational networks, learning and acting reach another level and go 

further than the existing concepts about learning of individuals within organisations. In third-

order learning, according to Schön (1983. In: Boonstra 2004a: 16), it is a matter of “reflection 

on reflection-in-action”.  This means reflecting on one’s own manner of thinking, acting and 

learning and the underlying assumptions on which they are based. Interactive processes of 

sense-making, exchange and sharing within which there is space for multiple-voice dialogue 

within social realities facilitates the acquisition of this type of knowledge. Through these 

interactive processes, people influence “each other’s perspectives, insights and principles, 

which may construct new sets of values on organising, changing and learning” (Boonstra 

2004b: 454). Third-order learning is associated with principles of situated learning, but also 

uses some insights of the cognitive and pragmatic schools of thought (Sauquet 2004). Third-

order learning is related to embedded knowledge which is rooted in communities of practice 

(Lam 2004). 

From the empirical material it emerges that changing, both in the areas of organising and 

positioning, is interrelated with learning. Especially with second- and third-order changes, 

learning appears to figure as a key strategy applied by the NGDO studied to bring processes 

to a successful conclusion. This coincides with the findings of a study of successful South 

Asian NGDOs (Smillie and Hailey 2001). In the case of MYRADA, more complex changes 

(of a second- and third-order) are accompanied by more comprehensive learning efforts. 

Additionally, these learning efforts are spread over a longer period of time. Also, in second- 

and third-order changes, more stress is put on generating tacit knowledge. An example is 

the emphasis placed on hands-on support and enlarging of space for obtaining learning-by-

doing experiences in the case of the organisation repositioning itself to work more closely 

with a different set of target groups and funding organisations. When the organisation ran 

6 See section on schools of thought on learning 
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into problems while setting up a district network, the entire process was slowed down; senior 

staff pitched in to provide support; and more time was given for exchange and sharing. Also, 

more complex changes created more stories about how challenges were tackled and 

frustrations overcome which then are incorporated into the organisation’s culture. 

Whether of a first-, second- or third-order, each change had to past the harsh litmus test8

of getting accepted in the field. Although other factors also contributed to breakthroughs of a 

third-order, it is important to note the role of the organisation’s field rootedness. The 

consistent use by the organisation of a ‘field-check’ has helped it to maintain its alertness 

and openness to further changing and learning.  

Social change organisations such as NGDOs not only organise and position themselves for 

learning, but also strive to produce learning and knowledge. That is, learning is also an 

explicit or implicit intended product of their work, which often contributes to developing or 

consolidating their niche. As knowledge-oriented organisations, NGDOs need to be 

knowledgeable about learning approaches and principles, because they are increasingly 

trying to facilitate it. In this sense, there is no indication of reflection on reflection-in-action or 

efforts to undertake reflective action research (Boonstra 2004a). Evaluative actions of formal 

learning events focus on indicators derived from behaviourism and cognition. Approaches 

and principles applied to informal learning events and processes are not identified nor 

analysed as such.  

If the modes of learning are brought into the configuration of changing, sense- and 

choice-making, figure 7.3.4 can be constructed. 

Sensitising concepts:  

- (conscious or unconscious) Use of principles and approaches of the schools of thought 

on learning in different change processes, both organising and positioning, interactions 

created between learning and changing processes, and the results obtained;   

- Interactions between knowledge-types and models of organisational learning; 

- Interactions between modes of changing and learning.

7 See section on organisational and institutional contexts of learning 
8 A simple and quick test to show acidic or basic (i.e. alkaline) conditions. It is used here metaphorically to 
indicate an action-orienting mechanism in which values have been harnessed as action-correcting elements. 
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Figure 7.3.4: Learning and changing
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Schools of thought on learning 

Sauquet (2004) argues that while different theories on learning have different impacts on 

theories and practice of learning in organisations, they have been applied to management 

without sufficient understanding of the possibilities and limitations of each. He distinguishes 

four major schools of thought on learning: behaviourism, cognition, pragmatism, and situated 

learning. Behaviourism focuses on learning by associating certain responses to certain 

stimuli. 
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The cognitive school focuses on cognition as logical systems of processing information 

formed exclusively by formal processes with specific rules. Knowledge can be managed like 

a commodity and can be transferred from one location to another.  

Pragmatism avoids the separation between subject and object by focusing on action. 

Learning takes place through experience.  Knowledge generated in the process is highly 

contextualized as it is problem-driven. Various theories put forward iterative cycles of 

learning alternating between action and reflection. The fourth school of situated learning 

asserts that “there is no such thing as abstract learning disconnected from the social context, 

but the very social context determines the way ideas and concepts as well as learning 

content and horizons are incorporated” (Sauquet 2004: 380). Hence, its central concern are 

learning processes interwoven with practice in context. This focus offers a better 

understanding of the relationship between learning and identity building, knowing as the 

possibility ingrained in identity (Shotter 1993. In: Sauquet 2004), and the importance of 

others in the construction of identity and knowledge. 

An important distinction to understand the differences among these schools of thought is 

that between formal or explicit knowledge, and informal, subjective or tacit knowledge. Tacit 

knowledge is action-oriented and has a personal quality requiring close interaction (Polanyi 

1962; 1966. In: Lam 2004). It can only be acquired through learning by doing. In 

consequence, it cannot be easily codified and transmitted independently from the knowing 

subject. The transfer of this kind of personal, intuitive knowledge requires social interaction 

and the development of shared understanding and trust among knowing subjects. In 

contrast, explicit or formal knowledge is acquired through formal education and reading. It 

can be formulated, abstracted and transferred across time and space independently from the 

subjects.   

In the case studied, the learning approaches used appear to be derived from all four 

schools of thought on learning. Consciously or unconsciously, a mix of approaches from the 

different schools is used in learning processes of staff, community-based groups, and 

others. Experiencing and learning from experience occupies an important place in training; 

tacit and explicit knowledge each seem valued and developed intently. The coupling of 

formal with informal learning approaches leads to a special chemistry that advances learning 

processes. The more complex change processes appear to be accompanied by learning 

efforts that are more intricate and heterogeneous.  With undefined problems and unknown 

solutions, principles are applied from pragmatism and situated learning. 
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Interactive learning and changing 

Boonstra (2004a) lays out a schema for processes of change and learning in uncertain 

and dynamic situations that combines dynamic systems theory and social constructionism. 

This combination leads to the concept of interactive learning linked with change under 

situations of ambiguity, unpredictability and instability. It involves transformational or third-

order changes in which acting, reflecting, and learning are inseparable. 

The heart of interactive learning is that feedback processes become visible, that there is 

room for processes of self-organisation, that interactive processes between actors are 

initiated, that multiple voices are heard against a background of multiplicity and diversity, 

that meaning and assumptions become visible, that shared sense-making comes through 

dialogue, that joint alternative actions are developed and that processes of discovering, 

choosing, acting, reflecting, and learning are initiated (Boonstra 2004a). 

The empirical material indicates the importance of gaining practical experience and 

learning-by-doing to enable participation and effectuating successful organisation-wide 

changes. Allowing and organising for diverse learning-by-doing practices enhances the 

creation of multiple local narratives and realities which, if shared reflection and sense-

making take place, can lead to cumulative change processes of even a third order. Frequent 

social interactions between various local and higher level actors, whether formal or informal, 

furthermore appear to stimulate the development of a shared language and beliefs, the 

building of mutual trust, and a strong organisational culture. These, and a high level of 

permeability and accessibility between vertical layers and horizontal units in an organisation 

appear to be important vehicles for the identification, articulation and dissemination of tacit 

knowledge. When learning by doing and reflection in action are encouraged by NGDOs, then 

changing and learning appear to be feeding into each other in an iterative self-reinforcing 

process.

Sensitising concept: learning connected with third-order changing in complex, ambiguous 

situations, interactions with culture and identity 

Learning, organisational and societal embedding 

Lam (2004) takes theories on learning a step further and combines types of knowledge 

and learning with knowledge-based theories of the firm, and the theoretical foundations of 

‘national systems of innovation’, in particular the education and training system and labour 

markets.  
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Combining the dimension of modes of expression of knowledge (explicit versus tacit) with 

the dimension of the locus of knowledge (individual versus collective), she describes four 

categories of knowledge: embrained (individual-explicit), embodied (individual-tacit), 

encoded (collective-explicit) and embedded (collective-tacit) knowledge. Embrained 

knowledge is formal, and enjoys a privileged status in Western societies. Embodied 

knowledge is context-specific knowledge learnt through experience and apprenticeships. 

Encoded knowledge is formed and shared through written rules and procedures and formal 

information systems. Finally, embedded knowledge resides in shared beliefs, norms and 

organisational routines that make effective communication possible. It is relation-specific, 

contextual and dispersed.  

Lam creates four models of organisational learning by analyzing the dominant category of 

knowledge in each of four ideal-type organisational forms based on two dimensions: degree 

of standardization of knowledge and work, and the dominant knowledge agent (individual 

versus organisation). These four ideal-type models are summarised in table 7.3.4.  

The first organisational form is that of a professional bureaucracy in which the knowledge-

category ‘embrained knowledge’ dominates. This form has a knowledge structure which is 

individualistic, functionally segmented and hierarchical. The learning focus inclines towards 

formal specialist knowledge and tacit knowledge is restrained, playing a limited role. A 

professional bureaucracy can deal only with limited innovation, especially because of the 

problems of coordination.  

A second organisational form is that of the machine bureaucracy, which leans on 

‘encoded knowledge’. It is designed to achieve efficiency and stability through specialization, 

standardization and control. It continually strives to formalize operative skills and experience 

into objective knowledge in order to reduce uncertainty in the operating tasks. In the 

translation process, tacit knowledge is lost to a great extent. In consequence, it operates on 

an incomplete knowledge base.  

An operating adhocracy is the third ideal type organisational form. It is a highly organic 

form with a low degree of standardization of knowledge and work, and with a strong capacity 

to generate tacit knowledge through interaction, experimentation and problem-solving. 

Individual experts enjoy a high level of autonomy in their work, however, coordination 

happens through direct interaction and mutual adjustment. Hence, the knowledge structure 

is individualistic but collaborative. Its knowledge base is diverse and varied as learning 

happens when experts with different backgrounds solve shared problems in, for example, 

project teams. The form is unstable insofar as it can easily lose its members in which the 

organisation’s competencies reside to potential competitors. Knowledge may be lost if tacit 

knowledge is not articulated before an individual leaves the organisation.  
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The fourth organisational type is the J-form organisation. It combines organic, non-

hierarchical teams or task forces with a formal hierarchical managerial structure. A strong 

organisational culture forms the third layer that holds the other two together.  The cross-

functional project team from different specialist units integrates knowledge from across 

different areas of expertise and hence serves as a bridge between individuals and the 

organisation. In the team, positioned at the crossroads between horizontal and vertical 

knowledge flows, interaction, learning and knowledge diffusion are said to be the most 

intensive. The J-form organisation’s formal structure forms an important integrating 

mechanism. Team members may work successively in different teams, but dissemination of 

knowledge is organisation-wide as members regularly return to their formal positions. A large 

part of the tacit knowledge is stored in operating routines and networks of human 

relationships. Learning occurs through interaction and by creating joint learning-by-doing 

experiences. Although the J-form organisation is innovative, its main potential limitation 

comes from its stable social structure and shared knowledge base, which can limit its 

openness to individual discordant views and contrary experiences.  

Finally, Lam comes to three interlocking levels by combining the four ideal type 

organisational types with two dimensions at the societal level: the degree of formalisation of 

education and training systems, and the orientation of the labour market9. This third level 

can be used in a general manner to identify the effects of institutional contexts on the 

organisation of learning. Lam (2001: 441) suggests that the key factor that determines the 

learning capability is the “ability to create organisational relationships for harnessing tacit 

knowledge”.   

Table 7.3.4: Models of organisational learning (after Lam 2004) 
Knowledge agent: 

Individual      Organisation 

Professional bureaucracy Individual knowledge 

agent, high standardization of knowledge and work 

 embrained knowledge 

 hierarchical organisation where individual experts 

are highly specialised and where they operated 

Machine bureaucracy collective knowledge agent, 

high standardization of knowledge and work 

 encoded knowledge 

 key organising principles: specialisation, 

standardization, control, designed to achieve 

9 Lam (2004) states that 
“labour markets and the nature of employment relationship influence the knowledge base and learning 
capabilities of the firm in three main ways. First, these determine the extent to which expertise is 
developed outside or within the firm…. Second, they determine career mobility and incentives for 
individual workers and the capability of the firm in acquiring and accumulating different types of 
knowledge. And third, they shape the individual’s career and social identity and define the boundaries 
of learning”. 
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within narrowly defined fields of knowledge 

 coordination through standardization of knowledge 

and skills through the individual’s formal education  

 formal knowledge constitutes important basis of 

internal work rules, job boundaries and status 

 high degree of individual autonomy with a primarily 

bureaucratic structure: coordination achieved by 

design and by standards that pre-determine what is 

to be done (Mintzberg 1979. In: Lam 2004) 

 source of standardization originates outside the 

organisation. External education institutions and 

professional bodies play important role in defining 

the standards and boundaries of knowledge in use 

 problem-solving involves application of an existing 

body of abstract knowledge in a logical and 

consistent way which inevitably restricts the use of 

tacit knowledge and judgemental skills in dealing 

with uncertainty in problem-solving = pigeon-holing 

(Mintzberg 1979. In: Lam 2004): the uncertainty of 

problem-solving is contained in the jobs of single 

‘experts’ and circumscribed within the boundaries of 

conventional specialisation 

 lack of shared perspectives and formal 

demarcation of job boundaries inhibit the transfer of 

non-routine tacit knowledge in day-to-day work. 

Power and status of authorised experts inhibits 

interaction and sharing of knowledge with the non-

experts. The problem of coordination translates itself 

into problems of innovation 

 a professional bureaucracy can deal only with 

limited innovation and will get into serious difficulty 

when faced with radical change in the environment.  

 tacit knowledge is contained: it plays a limited role 

 learning focus tends to be narrow and constrained 

within the boundary of formal specialist knowledge 

efficiency and stability, well suited for mass 

production in stable environment 

 coordination of operating tasks achieved via 

standardization of work process, sharp division of 

labour and close supervision. 

 continuous effort to formalise into objective 

knowledge through codification to reduce and 

eliminate uncertainly in operating tasks 

 knowledge agents are the formal managerial 

hierarchy responsible for formulating the written 

rules, procedures and performance standards. Clear 

dichotomy between execution and conception of 

knowledge 

 highly fragmented knowledge that only becomes 

integrated at the top of the hierarchy 

 collective and functionally segmented and 

hierarchical knowledge structure 

 tacit knowledge lost in process of aggregation, 

hence functioning on basis of partial, incomplete and 

impoverished knowledge base. 

 unable to cope with novelty of change 

 learns by correction through performance 

monitoring. 

 can only accumulate new knowledge through slow 

process of formalization and institutionalisation  

Operating adhocracy Individual knowledge agent, 

low standardization of knowledge and work 

 relies on formal knowledge of members and know-

how and problem-solving skills embodied in 

J-form organisation collective knowledge agent, 

low standardization of knowledge and work 

 embedded knowledge 

 combines stability and efficiency of a bureaucracy 
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individual experts 

 individual experts have high degree of autonomy 

and discretion in their work 

 strong capacity for generating tacit knowledge 

through experimenting and interactive problem-

solving

 coordination through direct interaction and mutual 

adjustment among individual experts 

 formal professional knowledge may play only a 

limited role, a large part of the problem-solving 

activities has very little to do with the application of 

narrow standardized expertise and more with the 

experience and capacity to adapt to new situations 

 individualistic but collaborative knowledge 

structure. Individual experts are key knowledge 

agents. Learning occurs when experts of diverse 

backgrounds jointly solve shared problems. 

Unlike professional bureaucracy, learning not 

confined within boundary of conventional 

specialization, but broad-based and draws upon 

diverse experiences and know-how of different 

experts. Inter-dependent professionalism (Quinn 

1992. In: Lam 2004) 

 ultimate judges of expertise are clients, hence 

strong incentive to engage in ‘extended occupational 

learning’ 

 diverse, varied and organic knowledge base 

 large part of knowledge in use is organic (tacit 

generated through interaction, trial-and-error, 

experimentation) 

 organisation capable of divergent thinking, 

innovation and creative problem-solving. Fluid and 

fast-moving. Speed of learning and unlearning is 

critical for their survival in a complex and dynamic 

environment.  

 potential problem of knowledge accumulation, 

because of frequent restructuring and shifting of 

individuals between project teams = loss of tacit 

knowledge if not fully and adequately articulated 

before individual moves on. Vulnerable to loss of 

competencies 

with the flexibility and team dynamics of an 

adhocracy. Parallel operation of organic, non-

hierarchical team next to formal hierarchical 

managerial structure. Glue between two structural 

layers is strong corporate culture which constitue the 

third layer.

 coordination achieved via horizontal coordination 

and mutual adjustment, reinforced by shared values 

embedded in the organisational culture 

 dynamic interaction between layers which 

facilitates interaction between tacit and explicit 

knowledge, and freedom of members to switch 

among the different contexts. 

 key knowledge agent is the semi-autonomous 

project team. The cross-functional team integrates 

and synthesizes knowledge across different areas of 

expertise and serves as a bridge between the 

individual and the organisation. It is at the level of the 

team, positioned at the intersection of horizontal and 

vertical flows of knowledge where the greatest 

intensity of interaction, learning and knowledge 

diffusion take place 

 similar to J-form great deal of learning occurs 

through shared work experiences and joint problem-

solving

 unlike operating adhocracy where temporary 

project team inhibits the transfer of knowledge 

generated beyond the level of the team,  the J-form 

is capable of diffusing generated tacit knowledge 

organisation-wide, when members rotate and return 

to their position 

 large part of knowledge in use is stored organically 

in operating routines, and networks of human 

relations 

 unique capability to generate innovation 

continuously and incrementally, however, potentially 

its stable social structure and shared knowledge 

base can reduce the capabilities to learn from 

individual deviance and discovery of contrary 

experience. J-form may find it difficult to innovate 

radically. 
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Although all four the knowledge-types exist next to each other, at this first level, the 

dynamic in the organisation studied, especially of innovation and second- and third-order 

changes, gears around embodied (tacit-individual) and embedded (tacit-collective). It has 

made conscious choices in this regard. For example, it has decided to recruit the majority of 

its personnel from rural areas so ‘gut-feelings’ guide the work, and to sparingly hire outsiders 

with a more academic background. Furthermore, experimenting, failing and succeeding at 

individual and collective level are incorporated in all aspects of its organisational existence. 

At the level of the models of organisational learning, MYRADA resembles the J-form 

organisation which “combines the stability and efficiency of a bureaucracy with the flexibility 

and team dynamics of an adhocracy” (Lam 2004: 435). Its systems are a source of pride and 

admiration, while the different project units are the origin of many changes. Learning-by-

doing is stressed throughout the organisation, and its organisational culture is very strong. 

The link between learning, changing and the continuous search for betterment which is 

embedded in the organisational culture, has been indicated in earlier sections. Also, the risk 

of limited openness to deviance has been pointed out in a study (MYRADA 2001).  

Nevertheless, there are some differences too. Instead of a cross-functional project team, 

programme officers and other senior staff located at head office take the place as a 

permanent integrating mechanism. Another mechanism is formed by the trainers from head 

office and project units which regularly come together. These mechanisms contribute in the 

functioning of the head office as a spider in the web by swiftly picking up and disseminating 

potentially important changes and innovations. Organisation-wide diffusion of knowledge 

takes furthermore place less through “team members rotating across functional units and 

returning to their formal positions” (Lam 2004: 436) than through the many formal and 

informal meetings at different levels and with different sets of participants.   

Continuous changing is connected to learning as a collective process, and cannot be 

separated from learning (Boonstra 2004b). To understand the potential of learning and 

changing to reinforce each other, it is important to explore the relationships between learning 

and changing in different organisational settings. Lam’s conceptual model suggests some 

useful additions to figure 7.4, for example, to explore trade-offs, blockages and catalysts of 

changing and learning processes in NGDOs. In this way, reflection-on-reflection-in-action is 

encouraged.  

Too few data are available to make observations with regard to the level of societal 

models10. Nevertheless, for NGDOs, learning can also be an intended product to be realized 

10 Lam (2004) uses the term “societal model of organising knowledge and learning. However, she uses 
“societal” to point out the effect of institutional environments on ways of organising knowledge and learning 
rather than to emphasize national distinctiveness. 
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in contrasting institutional settings. But well-organised NGDOs, knowledgeable about 

learning processes, find themselves within an institutional context that in many ways 

hampers these processes.  

Bringing about interactive learning processes within the development aid sector is a 

challenge and requires a considerable degree of courage, because many development 

agencies have features of professional or machine bureaucracies, and often function in 

contexts resembling professional or bureaucratic societal models. Smillie and Hailey (2001) 

point to the various buffering strategies employed by NGDOs to satisfy conflicting demands 

from their different constituencies. Any initiative to undertake a reflective action-research 

approach will have to take these into consideration. Lam’s distinctions may be of some use 

to NGDOs who need to make sense of the complex organisational contexts within which 

they are working and seeking to influence. Many are involved in multiple networks: of 

grassroots organisations, of peer NGDOs, of government agencies and in some cases of 

research institutions. The constituent organisations in these networks are often organised on 

very different lines. Government agencies may be organised like machine bureaucracies 

depending heavily on encoded knowledge. Universities or think tanks may be functioning like 

professional bureaucracies where embrained knowledge dominates. People’s organisations, 

movements or peer NGDOs may behave like operating adhocracies, relying on embodied 

knowledge, or J-form organisations where embedded knowledge predominates.  

Further research needs  to explore not only processes of learning and changing related to 

organising and positioning, but also the relationships and interactions between the NGDO’s 

way of organising knowledge and learning, and those of the networks in which it aims to 

bring about change.  

Sensitizing concepts: 

- The dialogical relationship organising and learning (Lam’s organisational models and 

learning);

- The social context of learning with special emphasis on the link with (descriptors of) 

positioning (e.g. Lams’ societal models and their connection with interactions between 

stakeholders, networks in which NGDOs participate or promote); 

- The relationship between modes of changing and of learning (first-, second-, and third- 

order) and their trade-offs. 
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Chapter 8  

THE CASE OF PRAYAS

After the theoretical reflection about the results of the first case study laid out in chapters 

6 and 7, the focus moves back to the field. This chapter presents the case study of Prayas, 

an NGDO located in Maharasthra state. The reasons for choosing Prayas are given in 

section 3.3.1. The organisation turned out to consist of four relatively autonomous groups. 

Three of these are described in the next sections (8.2.1 – 3). To avoid overburdening the 

reader with details, a number of quotes have been incorporated as notes at the end of the 

chapter.  

8.1 Introduction 

Around 1990, the ideas underlying Prayas (Initiatives in Health, Energy, Learning and 

Parenthood) began to take form through an initiative of three friends. Vinay Kulkarni11, his 

wife Sanjeevani Kulkarni12, and Girish Sant13 wanted to use their professional knowledge to 

improve the situation of marginalised sections of society. In various ways, Prayas’ core 

members were already applying the organisation’s mission years before Prayas was actually 

established. Some were politically or otherwise active, or involved to differing degrees in the 

Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA)14. This spirit of social engagement and searching for a 

meaning underlies the bond between the members and instilled the establishment of Prayas.  

11 Vinay Kulkarni is a dermatologist by education, but over the years, shifted to care of people living with 
HIV/AIDS.  
12 Sanjeevani Kulkarni is a homeopathic doctor by training. In 1988, she started a magazine for conscious 
parenthood, and together with others established a Marathi school that uses alternative teaching methods. From 
the mid nineties, she started working in HIV/AIDS. 
13 Girish Sant obtained an MSc in Energy Systems at the Indian Institute for Technology, Mumbai. Before 
founding Prayas, he worked in various issues including industrial energy audits. 
14 The intended construction of large dams in the Narmada river in central India and its impact on millions of 
people living in the river valley has become one of the most important social issues in contemporary India. A 
large, mainly grass roots movement was created, the Narmada Bachao Andolan or Save the Narmada Movement 
which managed to capture the interest and commitment of an international coalition of organisations and 
individuals. 
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Prayas was registered as a non-governmental, non-profit, public charitable trust in 1994 

in India. The three friends each evolved an autonomous group working on the following 

themes:

- Girish Sant initiated what became the Energy group (PEG) which works on the energy 

and power (electricity) sector; 

- Vinay followed by Sanjeevani Kulkarni established the Health Group which works on 

HIV/AIDS and related issues; 

- Sanjeevani Kulkarni started the Learning and Parenthood group which focuses on 

Alternative Education and Parenting; 

- In 1999, a fourth group was established. The Natural Resources & Rural Livelihoods 

(RELI) group is an offshoot of the energy group, founded by Subodh Wagle15, one of 

PEG’s core members.  

PEG sees as its central role the provision of technically sound analysis and support to 

NGDOs, people’s movements and other civil society actors. The objective is to formulate 

pro-poor alternatives to the restructuration and privatisation of the energy sector. One 

important strategy it follows is the capacity building of both mainstream actors (e.g. 

government, regulators) and civil society actors (consumers, farmers, unions, etc.).  Initially 

consisting of one or two persons, working with small individual grants or their savings, PEG 

has now grown to a group of five and a half persons16 plus two support staff and an annual, 

largely foreign, funding in 2004 of 4,65 million Indian rupees. 

The Health Group focuses on the reduction of stigmatisation and discrimination of 

persons living with HIV/AIDS. It does so through research, awareness campaigns, the 

creation and dissemination of awareness and capacity building materials, and the direct 

implementation of activities such as the provision of counselling services for women and 

children living with HIV/AIDS. A substantial part of the activities was financed from own 

resources. Recently, it took up a relatively large-scale foreign funded implementation project 

for the prevention of mother to child transmission (PMTCT). From one person at the start, it 

has now grown to a staff of twenty-four of which nine are employed on a part-time basis and 

two are support staff. Its budget in 2004 was 4,9 million rupees. Compared with the Prayas 

groups, it has the best capacity to generate own funds, partially through the medical clinic of 

its founder members (300.469 rupees in 2004). 

The Learning and Parenthood (L&P) group is the smallest of the four groups and the least 

formalised. It was established to provide research and other support to Palak Niti, a largely 

voluntary group working on Learning and Parenthood issues which was co-established by 

15 Subodh Wagle graduated as a mechanical engineer at the Indian Institute for Technology, Mumbai. He 
obtained his PhD at the University of Delaware, USA on a thesis on energy, development and environmental 
policy.  
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the L&P founding member. However, as she increasingly became committed to work in the 

Health Group, the L&P group never took off as envisioned originally. Therefore this group 

will not be described in this chapter. 

The RELI Group focuses on the relationships between natural resources and rural 

livelihoods. It aims to evolve an alternative livelihoods discourse and practice with the direct 

participation of the sections of society whose livelihoods are threatened by processes of 

especially liberalisation, privatisation and globalisation. Currently, it has thirteen full-time staff 

members of which three are administrative or support staff. Its annual budget is 2,08 million 

rupees.

As a trust, Prayas is governed by a Board of Trustees which oversees, among others, the 

legal obligations. While the groups insist that each is autonomous in substantive matters, in 

the past few years organising at the central level has increased. With the overall growth of 

the organisation, the executive committee has gained more formal importance. In 2005, 

Prayas was also deliberating on the creation of a Review and Advisory Committee. At the 

organisational level there are now two support staff who are responsible for the 

organisation’s administration and various systems have been put in place which apply to all 

the groups.  

8.2  Chronicles of changes 

All four groups have gone through major changes especially in the past few years. 

Approaches employed by each group show noteworthy similarities and dissimilarities. The 

processes of change in each group are described in the sections 8.2.1 – 8.2.3. Section 8.2.4 

describes the changes that have taken place at the overall organisational level. 

8.2.1 Prayas Energy Group (PEG)

Currently (2005), PEG consists of a core team of four members, three of whom had 

befriended each other almost one and a half decade ago before the formal establishment of 

the organisation and who have worked together since then. The fourth member joined in 

1998.

16 The coordinator of the RELI Group is also a staff member of the PEG 
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The formation of PEG is based on personal values and earlier experiences of its 

members, which to a great degree was linked with grassroots-level actions. During his 

formative years, as with other core Prayas members, Girish Sant was involved in various 

anti-establishment activities through which he gained determinative lessons and beliefs. At 

the IIT, he was involved in anti-nuclear and anti-large dam movements. He became 

interested in analytical inputs to help the movements, as he realised that “something in 

planning must be going wrong since we have all such projects”17. Through people in the 

NBA, he came to know about DEFENDURS18, a paper on alternative planning by Professor 

Amulyakumar Reddy of the International Energy Initiative, Bangalore. He decided to leave 

his job and try to apply those ideas to Maharasthra. For the next two and a half years, Girish 

supported himself to develop the Least Cost Plan for Maharasthra. In this plan, the demand 

for electricity in Maharashtra for a period of ten years is analysed and various options to 

meet the growing demand for electricity are identified and evaluated. The founding ideas of 

the Least Cost Plan challenged mainstream centralised planning processes. The conclusion 

was that based on purely economic principles, large net benefits could be obtained by 

adopting decentralised power generation, renewable energy technologies and energy 

conservation measures. Apart from using his savings and taking loans, Girish managed to 

mobilise other financial resources. These came from a variety of sources, e.g. a scholarship 

for nine months, a personal grant from an Indian scientist based in the US, and various 

consultancies which Girish undertook together with two persons whom he befriended in 

1991-1992, and who were to become other members of PEG.  Although the consultancies 

were on so-called renewable energy or energy conservation technologies, Girish did not feel 

comfortable with them. He says: 

All these were effectively commercial assignments, and I felt that this is not the way I 

want to go, because finally there is a limit to what you can do through commercial 

assignments. And that is why we felt we needed to get some funding by 1994.  

Around 1994, PEG embarked on a major transformation process in which two changes 

were interwoven. The first change was the shift from an informal group to an officially 

registered organisation in 1994 through the establishment of Prayas as a charitable trust. 

Although this took place at the Prayas level, it had a differential impact on each of the three 

groups.

17 E-mail communication by Girish Sant, 15th April, 2005 
18 Development Focused End Use Oriented Scenario or Defendurs plan developed for Karnataka which 
challenges the conventional state planning based on the establishment of mega projects to meet the growing 
energy demand. It draws on Integrated Resource Planning (Tellam 2000)  
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The second change concerns the shift in focus. This shift came in two stages, the first 

around 1994-1995 when PEG moved from promoting renewable energy technologies and 

energy conservation, to analysing and exposing major inefficiencies in the power sector. The 

second stage came around 1997 -1998 when PEG started taking up issues of reforms, 

regulations and governance in the power sector. 

It should be noted that the formalisation of Prayas and the shift in focus are directly 

linked. Both are also related to changes in the economic, policy and governance context at 

state and national level. In view of these, PEG members increasingly felt the need to work 

on long-term issues. Although processes of choice-making and changing are rooted in the 

context in which they take place, they are presented first before the description of the 

environment in section 8.2.1.2.  

8.2.1.1  Formalisation of Prayas Energy Group  

Apart from perceiving common values in working together, all three, Girish, Vinay and 

Sanjeevani felt limited in their ambitions by the lack of an organisational platform. Also, PEG 

as a group started building up, and rather than just working as individuals, its members 

wanted to create a formal platform or framework to be able to be more effective. 

After taking some advice and rounds of discussion, they registered Prayas as a charitable 

trust, a formal platform for the several groups. Although relatively simple in arranging and 

seemingly just a one-step change, it has had major implications on the organisation as a 

whole and was fundamental in triggering other changes. For example, shortly, after the 

establishment of Prayas, PEG received its first substantial foreign funding. Moreover, being 

able to receive substantial and continual funding has allowed PEG to pursue in a consistent 

manner strategic changes in a quickly transforming power sector. Not only could they, for 

example, leave the (part-time) jobs that earlier provided them with financial security, but they 

could also engage in strategic alliances without much worry about financial consequences. 

Furthermore, as part of an established organisation, PEG could also speak with a more 

authoritative voice.  

Although the step to register the organisation appears to be discontinuous, there was a 

run-up of years dotted with debates and other activities before the step was finally taken. Not 

only was Girish increasingly going into debt, the limitations of small, short-term, personal or 

commercial funding were felt more and more with each ad hoc funding.  
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The thinking was that if you have a better institutional framework then our work can 

be more sustainable, more credible and effective in terms of being able to present 

what we are doing, to do different a kind of work (a PEG member) 

This proved to be a correct assumption as PEG grew dramatically in outreach and influence 

after its formalisation. 

Effects on organising and positioning 

The formalisation of Prayas changed the organisation at a time of growth, and brought 

both gains and trade-offs or hazards. In the case of PEG, evolution from a group of friends to 

a more formal organisation has created different classes of staff. One group consists of 

friends, who form the core group, are trustees and members of the executive committee, and 

who are called to all important meetings. Another group are those who joined more recently 

and who are workers or administrative staff.  

Formalisation has affected a variety of areas. In a country such as India, formal 

registration brings the organisation to the attention of the authorities, and all kinds of legal 

formalities and other requirements have to be fulfilled. It therefore entails an increase in 

administrative tasks and responsibilities, and thus a requirement for a different kind of 

knowledge. For example, Prayas approached the accountant of the medical clinic to take on 

the organisation’s accounts as well. Additionally, systems had to be developed enveloping 

PEG’s operations, which were implemented by people with other backgrounds. 

Vulnerability could be increased as registration can be withdrawn, or it could be 

decreased as the organisation now formally exists. The administrative burden is further 

increased when the organisation receives foreign funding, as it also has to comply with the 

requirements of the Home Ministry, e.g. under the Foreign Contribution Regulation Act 

(FCRA). Formalisation also changes choice-making about a range of issues including 

budgeting. This will be further dealt with in the section on Changes at the organisational level 

(8.2.4).

External funding enabled a growth in operations and outreach. However, it brought along 

a vulnerability of core operations. Conscious of the potential risks, PEG has tried to create 

buffers. Through some income-generating activities such as selling its publications, saving 

on per diems and undertaking some consultancies, it has been building up a core fund. 

Secondly, it has deliberately kept its core staff very limited, adding only one member in the 

past years. Also, it has kept all other fixed costs deliberately low.   
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8.2.1.2        Change in focus: from green technologies to governance of the power     
sector

As with the change towards a formal organisation, the focus of activities also changed in 

a gradual way over a decade. In the first few years of working together, the focus, which had 

its roots in the NBA, was on issues related to renewable energy and energy conservation. 

After finalising the Least Cost Plan for Maharasthra in 1992, PEG presented it in a number of 

venues. They soon realised that:

Everywhere the response was “this is interesting, but we don’t want to look at it right 

now. We want to get money to build new projects and we are worried about 

subsidies”. So effectively, we realised that the people are not going to implement any 

of these things. We will only be side-actors if we keep on demanding the 

implementation of this. … So we said “let us understand what are their concerns and 

what they want to do”. (a PEG member) 

Shift from green technologies to energy inefficiencies 

Learning from these experiences and after internal debates, around 1995, PEG decided 

to tactically move into the interest areas of decision-makers in the power sector and to take 

on two issues that PEG considered to be their central concerns. The first was the subsidy 

given to agricultural consumers by electricity boards. PEG thought that the power tariff policy 

including subsidies would have direct and significant financial implications for the electricity 

boards, and therefore would be one of their main concerns. Also, power tariff policy 

determines, for example, the way irrigation takes place, and therefore has huge social 

implications in terms of who benefits. In consequence, the issue of agricultural subsidies was 

always in the debate as they impinge directly on the rural economy.  

Additionally, PEG also felt that its expertise was more in the power sector and therefore 

taking up the issue of power tariff policy was more logical than the subject of water, which 

was suggested by Amulyakumar Reddy. Nevertheless, his organisation, International Energy 

Initiative, provided funds to undertake the analysis put forward by PEG. 

A second issue that PEG decided to analyse was the power purchase agreements with 

large projects such as Enron. In 1992, the Government of India opened up the power sector 

for private participation in power generation. So-called Independent Power Producers (IPP) 

were invited to bid.
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The power sector decision-makers, whether it is the Chief of Electricity Boards, or the 

Energy Secretaries, on the top of their head was basically the question how to get 

more money to build new projects and since they did not have money, they said “we 

will invite IPPs”. And the first IPP was Enron…. (PEG member) 

Not only was Enron the first such power production project in India, it was also the largest 

and most controversial. It was pushed through very fast by both the Government of 

Maharashtra and the Central Government. By 1994, Enron had become a big issue in India. 

There was much debate about the wisdom of the project amidst allegations of huge bribes 

and corruption. Opposition was growing and several groups including local fishermen, 

electricity board unions and NGDOs were finding each other at the project site.  

PEG decided to look at the project from an analytical point of view. Although various 

actors had criticized it, nobody had been in a position to support the various arguments with 

a sound analysis. PEG’s idea was that by showing that there are lower-cost options that are 

environmentally and socially desirable, it could make headway in pushing for options as laid 

out in its least cost plan.  The other motivation was the worry and anger about the Enron 

project, which it shared with several other groups. 

While the work on agricultural subsidies had been encouraged by various people 

including Amulyakumar Reddy, the decision to work on Enron arose from its own internal 

debates and its linkages with civil society actors dating back to the time of PEG’s 

involvement with NBA. Although both studies heralded an expansion of PEG’s area of 

involvement, not much changed on the input side. During these years, PEG remained a 

group of two, and sometimes two and a half persons.19 Also, the funding by the International 

Energy Initiative for the study of agricultural consumption and subsidies indirectly enabled 

PEG to work on Enron.  

After finalising the studies, first on agricultural subsidies and later on Enron, PEG was 

keen to propagate the results. Especially in the case of Enron, the group undertook a range 

of activities varying from addressing small and large meetings, making presentations in 

conferences, and publishing the results in journals and newspapers. The experiences gained 

in doing so triggered the second shift in focus, from exposing inefficiencies to intervening in 

the reform and regulation process of the power sector.  

19 One person was pursuing his studies in the USA, but worked with PEG during the months that he was in 
India.  
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Shift from energy inefficiencies to governance of the power sector 

What followed demonstrated not only PEG’s strong techno-economic analytical capacities 

but also an evolving shrewd understanding and use of the dynamics of the political process. 

Central to this was PEG’s swift learning cycle propelled by the drive to make an impact, in 

which lessons and experiences were constantly translated into revised approaches and 

strategies. Around that time, two events occurred which shaped the course of PEG. That 

these happened just then is not entirely by coincidence. The conditions were ripe for PEG to 

move to a higher level of action. Nevertheless, although the occurrences and the processes 

of PEG’s choice-making and learning are embedded in its environment, for analysis sake, 

the context is dealt with after describing the two episodes. 

The MDB Energy Project 

Since 1992, the World Bank had started advancing a reform programme in the power 

sector in various countries (Tellam 2000). This programme consisted of three related 

processes, the unbundling or separation of the three functions – generation, transmission 

and distribution – exercised by state electricity boards, the privatisation of these functions, 

and the establishment of independent regulation. In 1995, PEG was invited by a Dutch 

NGDO to join its project on the interventions of Multilateral Development Banks (MDB) in the 

energy sector. Ian Tellam, the project coordinator, knew of PEG’s work on, among others, 

the least cost plan through a common friend in the NBA.  The project brought together 

NGDOs from Latin America, Africa, Asia, and Central and Eastern Europe who were working 

on energy issues, in order to collect facts and experiences and compare those with the 

Bank’s policies and rhetoric on energy (Tellam 2000). The project furthermore allowed the 

NGDOs to share experiences and information, and to support each other in their responses 

and activities in relation to the energy sector investments of the World Bank and other 

multilateral development banks in their respective countries.  

The MDB project brought PEG’s first foreign funding as part of the formal Prayas 

organisation. The project was of great significance for PEG as it offered many opportunities 

to access information. It also laid the foundation for its further work at the international level. 

Although the entry point was the preparation of the India country report, it gave PEG insights 

in trends and processes in other countries and boosted the number and diversity of its 

international contacts (section on Internationalisation).  
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The regulatory process in Orissa 

The World Bank was a heavyweight player in the reform process of the Indian power 

structure not only in financial terms, but also in the way its reform model was being pushed. 

For example, the state-level power sector could receive World Bank support only if the state 

agreed to adopt the Bank’s reforms model (Prayas 2000). In 1996, the World Bank 

approached the state of Orissa with a loan for restructuring its power sector. It came with the 

reform package of unbundling, privatisation and independent regulation. PEG decided to 

study the developments in Orissa. This was not only to obtain an insight in the overall power 

sector reforms. Its work in agricultural subsidies and Enron had taught it how difficult it is to 

force decision-makers to respond to civil society. Furthermore, the international exposure 

through the MDB project increased its awareness about developments in the power sector in 

other countries. Based on these insights, PEG decided to study Orissa’s regulatory structure 

to see its potential as a forum for civil society to intervene in the sector and make their voice 

heard. The choice to move its focus to reforms and regulation is linked with PEG’s evolving 

perspective, a process which relates learning to sense-making in PEG.  

The first Novib [PEG’s main donor] money came for Shantanu to attend the training 

workshop in the US. That also helped our understanding of what is going to come. At 

one point, he articulated that it is basically regulation which is going to be important 

and that is how the Orissa regulatory process started. (PEG member) 

One major finding of the Orissa study was that “there needs to be very strong and 

capable participation and intervention in the regulatory process by civil society actors if 

public interest in the power sector is to be protected”. This led to the evolution of PEG’s 

model of TAP, or Transparency – Accountability – Participation (Prayas Energy Group 

2000). TAP-ping the governance of the power sector became a clear and powerful compass 

to PEG as one member explains: 

I would say, around the 1998 period, we had developed this understanding that we 

need to focus on TAP-ping the governance processes in the power sector. One 

approach was to always look how to further TAP. And the second was always try and 

see how to best utilize or maximize benefits of this enhanced TAP for public interest. 

And this second component keeps on changing depending on the dynamics at that 

particular time20.

20 PEG defines Public Interest as the “qualitative sum total of the interests of the disadvantaged sections of 
society, and the whole broader and long-term interest of society as a whole”. Furthermore, for them, the interests 
of the disadvantaged sections take priority over the society as a whole.   
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 From 1998 onwards, PEG started intervening in the larger governance issues of the 

power sector. This was the beginning of the second stage in PEG’s transformation process. 

In these years, PEG not only formulated and consolidated its model of TAP and public 

control, but it also dramatically widened the range of issues and activities, levels of 

operation, and types of audiences. The TAP model has provided PEG with a means to focus 

its efforts for maximum effectiveness. Box 8.2.1.2 gives examples of TAP-ping. As these 

show, PEG tactically moved between different levels in search of how to effectively push for 

TAP. Section 8.2.1.3 on Networking will describe more in detail how PEG dealt with the 

increased range of actors, levels and issues around which it networks.  

   Box 8.2.1.2: examples of Tap-ping 

When the 1998 national Electricity Regulation Act was being elaborated, PEG pushed 

for the inclusion of a transparency provision. Subsequently, they used this space for 

transparency created at the national level to file a petition to the Maharashtra 

Regulatory Commission (MRC) to obtain access to confidential documents. This legal 

demand was backed by an analysis of what the financial impact of different IPP 

projects would be on the Maharashtra power sector tariff. One important conclusion of 

the analysis was that there would be a tariff hike if all the IPPs would be allowed to 

continue. Knowing the sensitivity of politicians in election time to tariff increases 

especially for small consumers, PEG used this conclusion cleverly as leverage. It made 

its demand for documentation something which could not easily be pushed aside. 

Furthermore, the newly installed MRC was grappling with the definition of its function in 

the changing scenario. There were no examples or experiences to orient its choices. 

PEG hit home with the MRC that “its role was to protect public interest and therefore it 

was its responsibility to look at tariff hikes”.  

PEG succeeded in obtaining all requested documents including highly confidential 

contracts. The process followed taught it lessons about how to make use of spaces for 

transparency. It used these lessons in its capacity building of civil actors in 

Maharasthra and other states. Additionally, the results of the process influenced the 

definition of functions of other state RCs as well as of the Central Electricity Regulatory 

Commission.  

There is another important characteristic of PEG’s way of working. Lessons learnt are 

continually translated into criteria that guide future action, thus linking learning with 
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changing. These articulated criteria provide further guidance to PEG’s process of choice-

making. A member gives an example: 

Now, that [choice where to intervene] many times, depends on where the decision-

making is taking place or where the opportunity is to influence …. So we keep on 

looking for these kinds of opportunities where significant fundamental changes are 

taking place and where if we intervene, that will have a long-term sustainable impact 

on TAP-process…… One lesson is that if you intervene at the time when some 

structure or policies are evolving, then it has a longer-lasting impact, than trying to 

change something afterwards

The continual application of the criteria where maximum TAP space can be created with 

the longest-term effect has almost automatically pushed PEG to think creatively, learn 

efficiently and build relentlessly upon earlier results. In consequence, in a relatively short 

time span, PEG has grown dramatically in impact and outreach. 

Before outlining two major consequences of PEG’s transformation process, i.e. a growing 

reputation and internationalisation, the next section will describe the context of power sector 

reform in the 1990s. 

The context of power sector reform 

In the early nineties, the doctrine of privatisation and liberalisation reached the power 

sector. The World Bank had just produced its policy documents on reform of the sector. 

They outlined, for example, the need for taking into account the ecological aspects of energy 

provision and the need for a good regulation of the power market. However, many problems 

arose as these policies were being implemented. Application was selective, depending on 

interests or capacities of World Bank staff in different countries, who ignored “things that 

were difficult”21. Also, the large developing countries such as China, Indonesia or Brazil were 

being targeted, while in most countries the process truncated or never took off as the private 

sector did not invest. In the countries where it did get started, the interests of especially the 

rural poor were not addressed. Investments went mostly into commercially viable options 

such as large power stations near cities. The World Bank itself also encountered problems in 

implementing its privatisation programme of the energy sector. There was opposition and 

criticism from a wide range of actors, including borrowing governments who saw the 

21 Quotes from interview with Ian Tellam, 2005. 
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programme as “externally imposed measures designed to benefit foreign investors”. Tellam 

(2000: 40) states that by 1996, a leaked internal Bank document showed that there was 

much “internal wrangling” among its staff regarding its energy policies and the way these 

were implemented. In an interview, he relates that:  

At the end of the nineties there was the general agreement - although most World 

Bank staff would not say it publicly, but privately, they would admit - that the 

programme was a fiasco. 

The restructuring process of the Orissa power sector came at a time when at national and 

even international level, there was little knowledge and experience with finalising a reform 

process. The reform process of the power sector was just starting in India. Structures were 

not yet established, nor rules or procedures decided upon. New actors including private 

companies, were moving in or were being set up in the case of the regulatory commissions. 

Persons appointed to regulatory bodies “did not know where they were going”. Laws and 

procedures were being formulated about new issues e.g. on participation of private 

companies. Moreover, these issues themselves were subject to shifts as, for example, both 

state and central governments were in the process of changing their roles and functions. 

PEG encountered a context where they could create a cutting-edge position as other actors 

were at the same, or lower, level of understanding. Also, it had already built up a serious and 

solid reputation and credibility in the energy sector and beyond. In this still fluid and 

uncharted playing field, PEG as one of the few knowledgeable, qualified and credible actors, 

could make a significant impact.  

Another factor that contributed to openness for PEG’s views, was the fact that in the early 

1990s, the World Bank had to face a growing and wide-spread national and international 

public concern and criticism of its investments in the Sardar Sarovar and Narmada Sagar 

hydro-electric dam projects. The atmosphere at state and national levels further heated up 

with the allegations and criticism about the Enron case. This situation helped PEG to feed its 

arguments and findings to various parties including the World Bank, and to facilitate the 

formation of a movement. It is furthermore important to note, that in the described context, 

for PEG the risk of getting entangled in a conflict with the mainstream powers was reduced 

as these were themselves stepping into unfamiliar waters.  

Yet, PEG’s effectiveness and success did not come only because of a receptive 

environment. PEG has actively influenced its context in order to increase the efficacy of its 

work for which it, among others, intentionally moved between the national and the state 

levels. For example, it threw its weight behind the Electricity Regulation Act of 2003, as this 
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was to become an all-encompassing act incorporating all earlier acts and was going to 

influence its work at the state level. There is a process of active interplay between sense-

making of opportunities and threats emerging in the environment, and choice-making by 

PEG in its turn influencing that very environment.  What helped PEG to make astute choices 

is the clarity of its TAP-focus that they evolved over the years and which incorporates the 

hard lessons learnt. Additionally, growing experience in the power sector and deepening 

insights in the dynamics of its functioning and governance were translated into clever 

hypotheses. In turn, to a great extent, timely hypotheses like, for example, that governance 

was going to be the crucial issue in the power sector, helped PEG to ‘ride the tide’. It is 

important to note the mutual relationship between a growing credibility and the capacity to 

formulate strong, timely hypotheses. This is explored in the next section about PEG’s 

growing reputation.

A growing reputation 

One important consequence that accompanied PEG’s increasing effectiveness and 

outreach was, that its reputation as a group who has a good understanding of technical and 

other complexities in the power sector and who can take a macro perspective, started to 

build up within the sector. A PEG member relates: 

They [top level people in the power sector] were also learning from the Orissa 

experience, in terms of to what extent the regulatory process is desirable, what 

needs to be done on that. And at that time, ours was the only CSI [Civil society 

institution] group which had demonstrated significant capability to understand the 

issues in the power sector apart from maybe a couple of institutions, such as TERI 

[The Energy and Resources Institute] based in Delhi. And based on our work in 

Enron, and the least cost power plan, we had started building up that credibility also. 

Over time, PEG built its credibility with a range of actors, including the media. It has been 

able to create a niche for itself in uncharted territories by enriching its existing technical 

expertise with ‘new’ insights. These were picked from many different angles as one member 

explains:

If you look at our analysis of the Orissa regulations, it was purely, I would say, 

procedural analysis if not legal, … how the procedures are going to work. And I 

would say, over a period of time, we have developed working expertise in electricity 

laws in the context of the regulatory process. And why I am saying regulatory 
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process is because the regulatory process is a quasi-judicial process. The decision-

makers or the members of the commission [Regulatory commission] are not always 

lawyers. They are people like, government officials, experts in the power sector. So, 

that gives us the leeway to sort of marry our techno-economic skills as well as legal 

understanding.

PEG’s growing credibility and reputation had a positive and determining effect on the 

strength of its hypotheses. As its standing grew, it could more easily and efficiently interact in 

formal and informal occasions with well-positioned actors. And as the frequency and quality 

of interactions increased, it was better positioned to obtain information that is not readily 

available to the general public.  

Growing outreach at national and international levels 

A second consequence of PEG’s move from renewable energy technologies to exposing 

inefficiencies, and later to governance issues in the power sector is an increase in 

interactions at the national and international levels. An example of the first is the follow-up on 

the results of the Orissa study. For PEG as well as for the central government, the reform 

process in Orissa functioned as a pilot case, and there was a lot of interest in understanding 

its limitations and results. Except for PEG’s study, there was little other objective information 

available. On one occasion, PEG was invited to speak to high ranking officials of the Ministry 

of Power at the central level as one PEG member relates: 

It was sort of a significant experience for us. It was just the three of Prayas people 

and the whole top brass of ministry had called us for a special presentation and there 

were fifteen top power sector people listening to us for about two and a half hours. 

The moving of PEG between state and national levels was both consequence as well as 

the aim of its interventions. Mostly, these were aimed at achieving one particular objective, 

e.g. influencing the elaboration of one act. Sometimes, the interventions have a longer 

duration e.g. capacity building of government officials like regulators.  

At the international level, PEG’s increasing presence has occurred through several 

parallel tracks. The first was with the multilateral development banks. Through the MDB 

project, and also other contacts of ‘NGDO-friends’, PEG got in contact with a range of actors 

situated in other countries. It was invited frequently to present its findings and critiques which 

brought it into contact with the World Bank and other multilateral development banks. 
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Furthermore, thanks to its earlier work on, for example, the World Bank supported Sardar 

Sarovar and Narmada Sagar hydro-electric dam projects, the MDB project, and on power 

sector reform and regulation, PEG regularly interacted with staff from the World Bank and 

other multilateral banks.  Its thorough approach helped to create credibility and receptivity 

among some Bank staff, who subsequently opened doors for further interactions. PEG was 

invited to present its analyses to the Bank’s senior staff in a number of critical international 

events, further strengthening its reputation. For example, after its MDB report on India, the 

World Bank country director invited PEG to make a presentation in a workshop to review its 

Orisssa power reform model and even to become part of the review team. The Asian 

Development Bank also invited it to share its findings on a number of occasions. 

Secondly, apart from MDBs, PEG started providing support to a widening range of mostly 

international non-governmental actors e.g. by participating in their conferences or otherwise 

sharing its experiences. For example, in 2004, PEG was invited by Action Aid, UK, to 

present a case study of privatization during the European Social Forum. It also undertook ad 

hoc research assignments for international NGDOs, including a study commissioned by the 

International Rivers Network of the Bhujagali dam in Uganda, which is supported by the 

World Bank. 

In the last two or three years, a third and fourth track evolved. PEG was requested to 

provide support on a longer-term basis to international non-governmental organisations such 

as the WWF or Greenpeace. Support consists of undertaking an analysis, help plan 

programmes, develop strategies, or train regional partners and set up campaigns. The fourth 

and last track is PEG’s current involvement in a larger international project called the 

Electricity Governance Initiative. The two-year project is meant to develop a common 

language and framework to enable civil society actors to conceptualize and assess good 

governance in their country’s electricity sector. It is the first international project in which it 

forms part of the central team intellectually driving the project. While the project lifts PEG’s 

outreach to new levels, it does not come with an increase in staff as the project basically 

needs conceptual input only at the initial and final stages.  

Three aspects need to be underlined. Firstly, for PEG, working at the international level 

offers opportunities to generate ‘free income’. This is contrary to project funds which are 

usually tied to a budget with planned activities. Furthermore, nowadays, a number of donor 

agencies require that supported organisations mobilise a part of the required funding from 

other sources. PEG uses funds from consultancies, research, or per diems to meet this 

requirement. Any surplus is set aside to create a corpus fund.   

Secondly, few activities at the international level were undertaken proactively. While PEG 

has become more active at the international level, it has not developed a systematic 
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approach to these activities. Most were undertaken on invitation of other, especially 

international non-governmental organisations, who had learnt about PEG’s approach or had 

followed the organisation, for example, in its successful struggle against Enron. Thirdly, 

despite its growing activity at the international level, and the potential contribution of this to 

its own financial sustenance, PEG stresses that its working area is India. One PEG member 

explains their choices:

Our work was India focused. At the same time, realising that MDBs are influential 

actors, we felt the need to engage with them in order to understand where the 

[World] Bank is moving, what is the shape of things to come and to present our 

critique to their decision-makers. 

The above sections described the shifts in PEG’s focus, the context in which the shift took 

place, and the effects they had on its work. These shifts did not happen overnight nor were 

there clear moments of breaking with an issue. The shifts in focus brought with them other 

significant changes, among others, in PEG’s networking activities. This will be described in 

the next section. 

8.2.1.3  Changing and Networking with PEG

As with the RELI Group (section 8.2.3), networking forms a crucial element in PEG’s 

intervention strategies. This section will explore some of the characteristics of networking as 

employed by the group. It needs to be stressed that networking was a process, evolving with 

the environmental fluctuations, PEG’s growing capacities and knowledge, and its changing 

position and standing in relation to other actors.  

Growth and expansion 

The shift from so-called green technologies to tackling gross inefficiencies in the power 

sector changed and boosted PEG’s approach to networking. In the initial years, PEG’s 

action radius was largely focused on Pune and Maharashtra. It was a small group in the 

process of building its credibility and reputation, gathering experience, strengthening its 

knowledge base. As the group was not widely known, there were limited opportunities for 

networking also.  

The decision to take on Enron propelled PEG onto a stage which was heating up at 

various levels. At the same time, other processes on which PEG was working like its study 
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on agricultural subsidies, also gained momentum. Interacting in key events at defining 

moments in a fluid situation in the power sector helped to expand PEG’s networking. One 

such event was the presentation of its study of the Orissa reform process to top officials at 

the central level at a moment when these were looking for ideas and experiences. Similarly, 

PEG was invited to make presentations to regulators from different states as well as national 

regulators from the Central Electricity Regulatory Commission (CERC) at a moment when 

these just had or were about to take up their jobs. PEG not only started interacting with an 

increasing number and range of actors, it also moved beyond the state borders of 

Maharasthra and became an influencing actor in other states and at the national and 

international levels. 

Generally, networking is perceived by PEG as an essential and effective mechanism to 

achieve its goals. Being a small group, it is concerned about overcoming the limitations of its 

size. For PEG, networking is central to creating a sizeable wave. And it does so with a wide 

range of conventional and non-conventional actors.  

With regard to the different actors with which PEG increasingly networked, one important 

section are civil society organisations, such as NGDOs, people’s movements or unions. PEG 

distinguishes three types of networking with these organisations: training and capacity 

building; soliciting their inputs, for example, to amplify own arguments or to understand their 

reactions to proposals; and encouraging them to create platforms or form coalitions (Box 

8.2.1.3: example of coalition forming facilitated by PEG). According to PEG, it possesses a 

number of advantages to facilitate dialogue and collaboration between stakeholders. A first 

advantage is its sound and sophisticated understanding of the power sector which goes 

beyond that of any particular group or section. A second advantage is that its profile is 

different from any of the involved groups, so these do not feel threatened that PEG 

encroaches their territory. 

With regard to politicians and other persons in decision-making positions, PEG’s strategy 

closely intertwines networking with lobbying.  Learning from its past experiences, PEG has 

adopted an effective one-on-one approach to lobbying. Its growing reputation and credibility 

led to a growing number of invitations to participate in or contribute to events during which 

key figures could be approached personally.  

At the same time, these opportunities allowed PEG to obtain information, for example, 

about upcoming trends or policies being contemplated, which normally is available only to 

close insiders. One PEG member explains the importance: 

You know, it is so complex and interlinked that many times, it becomes difficult for an 

external audience to understand the whole picture. From an outside perspective, one 
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is able to gauge only a certain part of the dynamics. But when you get the inside 

information, it many times is more revealing in terms of which lobbies are trying to 

push for which solution, or how a particular solution is going to benefit a particular 

lobby.

Box 8.2.1.3: example of coalition forming facilitated by PEG 

In PEG’s experience, in any situation, the typical two sets of CSOs, unions and 

consumer groups, have difficulties to come together on their own. Therefore, efforts 

to join forces often fail and their voices are lost. Understanding the usefulness of a 

third party, during the restructuring of the Maharashtra State Electricity Board 

(MSEB), PEG organised a number of workshops for a diverse set of stakeholders 

such as unions, people’s movements, NGDOs and farmers. The objective was not 

only to create awareness and knowledge about the developments, but also to 

facilitate dialogue and encourage interactions and coherent actions by these actors. 

As a result, arguments put forward could not be ignored, and quality and coverage 

of civil participation in the restructuration process was higher than in any other 

Indian state. 

With regard to the third group of media, PEG has been heedful to develop close 

relationships with various channels such as television, journals, newspapers, and electronic 

media, independent from other parties. Indian journalists are said to be mainly interested in 

covering celebrity weddings or fashion shows (Sainath 1996), and many other NGDOs have 

trouble to capture the attention of media for development issues. However, PEG has been 

able to put forward its case at different levels including the national press, because of its 

credibility and the fact that many times, its work has generated positive impacts for the 

public. Furthermore, its information has proven to be valuable and reliable, which is 

important to the media in an era when many changes are taking place that affect the public.  

It is important to note the actively open attitude of PEG members towards the media as it 

reflects the dialogical give-and-take dynamic of its networking. One journalist explains: 

Normally, they behave like experts in ivory towers, but Prayas [Energy Group] has 

always been open to the media. To those who don’t understand the sector, they sit 

and explain.
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To expand its outreach, PEG has not hesitated to invest in creative approaches such as 

developing rapport with news agencies in Pune which have regular contracts with thirty or 

forty taluka or district level papers. By feeding information to these agencies, PEG is able to 

have an outreach to local newspapers, to which it otherwise would not have had access.  

With the fourth group of academics, PEG networks to obtain information, put across its 

arguments and findings, and to identify potential advocates. Furthermore, for example, 

through its contacts with former professors, occasionally, PEG has been able to get involved 

in the design of syllabi of university courses, for example, on electricity reforms and 

regulatory economics.

As PEG’s networking strategies show some noteworthy features, the next section will 

look more closely into two aspects that characterise PEG’s increasing networking activities.  

Characteristics of PEG’s networking  

In earlier sections, a number of the characteristics of PEG’s networking have been 

touched upon. Some of the more remarkable are: the flexible movement between levels in 

pursuit of maximisation of TAP; the clever invitation of inputs by other actors along with a 

lack of vested interests in keeping an issue or event to itself; the “focused but 

comprehensive” approach touching a latitude of (technological, economic, legal etc.) aspects 

within one sector.

Two other aspects deserve highlighting. In a sense, it could be argued that it is easy for 

PEG to have a positive perception of networking as there are few other capable actors in the 

power sector and in consequence, competition is relatively low. Nevertheless, the power 

sector is also an arena with many vested interests which is undergoing indepth 

transformations. Although PEG takes a clear political pro-public interest and pro-poor stand, 

it is very careful in the way it presents its case. One feature of PEG’s networking is that it 

acts from a strong analytical base. Although its analysis supports pro-poor or pro-public 

arguments, the very sound techno-economic basis makes it very difficult for, among others, 

proponents of IPPs to brush it aside. One external stakeholder comments: 

It took Prayas to expose falsehoods. In that came no allegations, they just showed it 

with facts and figures …. From then onwards, those participating in the [RC] hearings

realised that this is the way to go. 

The credibility and success of this analytical springboard is greatly helped by the 

reputation of an objective and independent organisation that PEG has built over the years. It 
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is careful not to exceed the role it has defined for itself. Various persons who have been 

associated with PEG in different ways state that it does not step into the shoes of other 

organisations. It does not lead; its role is to inform, train and support.  

Also, PEG networks with a wide range of actors, but is careful to form close associations 

with only a very few. While PEG has developed equally good contacts with politicians and 

other decision-makers, corporate actors, media and NGDOs all across the country, and even 

at the international level, it does not belong to any formal group or network. This strategy has 

made PEG many friends and enabled it to be part of an ‘in-crowd’ without formally joining 

any group. Their help and contacts in turn have provided PEG with important opportunities, 

such as the invitation to join the MDB Energy project. Additionally, the careful nurturing of 

relationships has reduced tensions with potential foes including the corporate sector.  

This approach to networking has given PEG the flexibility to manoeuvre in the dynamic 

reform process. Using public interest as its ultimate goal supplemented by action-guiding 

criteria bestows PEG with a visionary end goal as well as with a flexible strategy to navigate 

in turbulent waters.  

Trade-offs of networking 

As mentioned earlier, PEG interacts with a widening range of actors. Its network has 

rapidly expanded because over the years that it has been active in the power sector, PEG 

has tended to add, but not delete partners. This gives it benefit, but also the stress. A first 

trade-off is the increase in expectations and requests to work on certain issues. Managing 

these requires careful balancing, as one member explains: 

… just yesterday I got a call from one of the journalists. He said that he is writing his 

editorial on Enron, and he wanted to get it vetted from us…. Now, that kind of 

activities keep on happening, and we can’t refuse them, because someday we also 

want their help. …. Once you start this kind of networking, these groups keep on 

coming back to you on several issues, and you just can’t stop responding. 

As PEG networks with a wide range of stakeholders, these may not always maintain 

harmonious relationships. Especially in the agricultural community, there are many different 

factions who are eying each other with suspicion or are in open conflict. They furthermore 

may have strong diverging opinions about a number of issues. This puts an additional 

pressure on PEG to thread carefully. On the one hand, it cannot be seen as totally distanced 

from grass roots actors. On the other hand, it has to strike a careful balance, exactly 
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communicating its position on any particular issue to the different constituencies, many of 

which may interact with it over a long period of time. Nevertheless, PEG stresses also the 

positive side of being pushed to look for the larger gains beyond the interests of just one 

group of stakeholders. 

The rising demands of networking on PEG are exacerbated by another pressure that has 

increased as PEG moved from renewable technologies to larger macro policy and 

governance issues, namely to provide ideas or comments on a widening range of subjects. 

One PEG member explains: 

One of the things that we are experiencing is that people expect us to have ready 

solutions on several of these dynamic, evolving policy issues…. You know, small 

groups like us cannot have a final answer about all these issues. And that starts 

becoming quite demanding, because we are under the pressure, that if we don’t 

respond, then the whole process will go without any significant public input. Because 

unfortunately, there are not many groups who can participate effectively. 

Furthermore, a third trade-off is related to the widening range of subjects and 

stakeholders, levels and states. As a consequence of networking at an increasing level of 

complexity under widening divergent conditions, PEG has had to invest more and more 

efforts in avoiding contradictions in its stand on different issues. It cannot be seen to offer a 

certain position on, for example, the National Electricity Policy and something different on 

the National Rural Electrification Policy. 

A fourth trade-off derives from the fact that networking is not a very straightforward 

process in which activities and outputs can be shown to be causally linked. Networking 

comes along with many informal activities which consume precious time, but cannot be 

easily accounted for. How much to invest now in an informal activity that may yield at an 

uncertain future moment? Networking involves a process of careful nurturing and balancing 

relationships while incorporating lessons and considering hypotheses about next steps.  

How could PEG marry its small size with, among others, an increasingly intensive, wider 

and demanding networking? The following section will look into ways that PEG has come up 

to manage the stresses and pressures of its multi-dimensional growth. 

8.2.1.4 Changing and Organising with PEG 

The previous sections looked into the continuing process of change that PEG is going 

through. Two major transformations have been outlined, the first of which is the formalisation 
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of the organisation. This had, among others, an impact on the flow and type of funding. The 

second change in focus from renewable energy technologies to reforms and regulations of 

the power sector, could not have been brought about without the first change. Nevertheless, 

the second change catalysed more noticeably changes in numerous other areas such as 

networking, levels of operation, issues taken on, etc.  

While in the past decade PEG grew in outreach, funding and many other aspects, the 

number of staff increased only with one person at the core level, one or occasionally two at 

junior positions, and with two at the administrative or support level. Its small size is a 

deliberate choice which has had a number of effects. How has PEG organised itself to make 

changing a feasible and successful process? Four factors stand out. 

The first factor is its highly qualified staff. To a great extent, PEG has been able to evolve 

and maintain its niche because of its skilled human resources. As one external stakeholder 

states: 

Prayas has a history of attracting talent, which in itself becomes a major positive 

factor. They are able to handle these kinds of issues as they have technically very 

skilled human power who can communicate. 

PEG’s staff are not only highly qualified, but also highly committed. All work for a 

remuneration well below what they could easily obtain in the commercial sector. Some have 

left well-paid commercial jobs to join PEG. A notable consequence has been that contrary to 

other NGDOs, turnover is not a serious problem. No staff at the core team level has quit the 

organisation. A research assistant who left for the USA to undertake his PhD is now a 

valuable external source as his thesis is on the power sector and he still regularly works with 

PEG22.

This long-term commitment has helped PEG to avoid the usual drain of experienced and 

trained staff. In consequence, over the past years, it has seen a considerable built up of the 

organisation’s skills and knowledge. However, it has to be noted that this applies mainly to 

the core levels. Junior staff that turn out to perform less than expected, whether in terms of 

expertise or in commitment, are shed without wasting much time. Furthermore, there is no 

provision for career development for research assistants, nor is there any route for them to 

become part of the PEG in-crowd. Rather, they are consciously or unconsciously perceived 

as a risk in case of shrinking funding or when leaving for other jobs. Although as of now, 

PEG is a fairly flat group and issues of second-line leadership may not be of much 

importance, eventually rejuvenation of core team members will become a central issue. 

22 One of his parents even says: “At 6 am we pick him up from the airport, at 10 am he is in Prayas”. 
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A second factor is PEG’s drive for maximum impact. Its small size pushes PEG to 

rigorously consider the effectiveness of investing its resources. To confront its widening and 

dynamic world of demands, PEG has evolved clear criteria to guide its choice-making 

processes. Whether or not it takes up an issue or not depends on five criteria:  

1. Its relevance to the development of the power sector or the power sector debate; 

2. Its relevance to PEG’s TAP-agenda; 

3. Its relevance in terms of long-term or structural implications for the power sector; 

4. Its match with PEG’s own capacities and ability to access information on it; and  

5. the window of opportunity the issue presents. 

This latter criterion of the window of opportunity for an issue relates to the (short) period, 

when with relatively limited efforts, significant gains or impacts can be achievedi.

Currently, PEG is in the process of evolving a framework to further guide choice-making 

regarding allocation of its scarce resources. In the framework, it will define the outputs that 

must be ensured within a given timeframe, and the resources that can be allocated to the 

different types of activities it undertakes. It is meant to help PEG keep its strategic course in 

a quickly changing sea of pulls and pushes, where there are many needs but few 

organisations that can intervene effectively, especially at the national level.  

A third factor that is important to the success of PEG’s organising is the balancing by 

PEG of centralising and decentralising forces aimed at enhancing its effectiveness. With 

regard to the centralising forces, PEG has taken steps to enhance these within the group. 

Through strengthening internal communication and deepening its collective perspective and 

visioning, the group’s cohesion is solidified. This includes a series of visioning exercises to 

develop a long-term vision and a resource-allocation framework. In the Pune office, there is 

a continuous exchange between the members. Through phone and e-mail, there is very 

frequent contact between Pune and Hyderabad, where one core member is located. PEG 

established the habit to organise a two or three monthly meeting with the entire core team to 

discuss in-depth important issues. Furthermore, whenever someone participates in an event, 

he briefs the others as soon as possibleii. Also, despite the specialization developed over the 

years of each member, all are well connected to activities undertaken by the others. One 

person may be the main responsible and best versed in a certain topic, but for important 

meetings or events, members often prepare the stands and views together. In this way, they 

are evolving a common language and frame of mind, which reinforces the organisation’s 

culture and contributes to the ‘well-gelledness’ of PEG as a groupiii. This well-gelledness 

allows PEG to maintain a degree of inter-changeability between its members, further 

strengthening its ability to act swiftly and flexibly.  
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With regard to the decentralising forces, it has to be observed that, almost paradoxically, 

it is the creation and strengthening of centralising forces such as a common language and 

personal rapport, that allows PEG to decentralise effectively. With only four core team 

members, PEG has two offices, one in Pune, Maharashtra, and one in Hyderabad, Andhra 

Pradesh. Rather than relocating the core team member based in Hyderabad, PEG chose to 

make use of the situation. In Hyderabad, he is protected from the daily pulls and pushes, 

and thus enabled to work on longer-term issues and training, while the centralising forces 

keep the two offices on the same course. Another way of decentralising is the lead model 

introduced a number of years ago by PEG. For activities of importance that stretch over a 

certain period, lead roles are assigned to one person. Although different persons may chip in 

for different tasks, the lead follows the activity throughout. A next way of decentralising is the 

delegation of more routine tasks to research assistants, visiting fellows or other persons 

located a bit further away from PEG’s centre. This allows the core members to concentrate 

on central issues. The non-core staff is also assigned research on subjects that PEG 

hypotheses to become important in the longer run. In this way, it is also possible for the 

group to respond to the urgent while proactively acting on the important issues. Taking into 

consideration the urgency, the importance of the event, and the specialization and workload 

of each member, the group continually reassesses which activity has priority and who will 

work on what. The framework that PEG is in the process of elaborating will contribute to an 

effective allocation of resources. 

A fourth factor that has contributed to PEG’s success in organising is a mechanism that 

PEG has created to overcome, among others, the limitations of its small size. Over the 

years, it has developed a wide network of contacts on a range of subjects with a variety of 

actors. Depending on the subject and the occasion, different actors are invited to play a role 

such as commenting on policies or contributing to events. A member explains:  

But to tackle that [the pressure to contribute to a wide range of subjects] we had to 

basically choose, okay, these are the issues on which we will give more inputs. For 

other issues, we will try to build on the strength of other people’s work. An example is 

the rural electrification. When this policy came in, we wrote a short note, highlighting 

its importance, what it is about, and circulated it to a wide number of people who are 

already working in related areas. We encouraged them to give comments on the 

policy and interact with the ministry.

Another example is when PEG achieved the inclusion of capacity building of CSIs as a 

function of a Regulatory Commission, thereby freeing it to undertake other activities. This 

passing-on of tasks or demands has proven to be of great importance to PEG. Firstly, 
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because in this way, despite being physically very small, it can have a large direct or indirect 

outreach both in terms of subjects as well as geographically. Secondly, the strategy of 

‘passing-on’ provides PEG with ideas to expand its own argumentation. 

Thirdly, requesting inputs from a wide range of actors has helped PEG to obtain a sense 

of the support for its views. A group like PEG, which focuses on highly technical and 

conceptually sophisticated issues, can easily manoeuvre itself into an isolated position. Well-

networked with mainstream actors including governmental agencies, PEG also risks being 

perceived as having become part of an impenetrable insiders group. The mechanism of 

systematically soliciting inputs from a wide range of stakeholders has greatly helped it to 

remain in contact with a wide network of stakeholders and to strengthen its accountability 

towards the general public.  

The combination of these four factors, of PEG’s highly qualified staff, its drive for effective 

action, the skilful balancing of centralising and decentralising forces, and the shrewd roping 

in of other actors by ‘delegating’ tasks or activities, allows it to be a highly effective and agile 

organisation despite its miniscule size.  

8.2.1.5 Changing and Learning with PEG  

Being small, but well-networked, PEG is always on the lookout for ways to push further its 

agenda. As a consequence, learning has been the backbone of its approach. Through own 

reflection and from the experiences of close friends or allies, it has learnt critical lessons 

about various aspects including strategy, organising, and networking. There are various 

aspects that underpin PEG’s learning process of which here five are highlighted.  

The first aspect is the interactive nature that characterises PEG’s fast and efficient 

learning. PEG movements between analysis and action is fuelled by a continual debate and 

consultation, internally and externally with various stakeholders. These incessant 

interactions are crucial to swiftly sound out ideas, pick up signals, digest lessons and 

translate all these into future action.  

Furthermore, PEG demonstrates a lewinian learning cycle23 by trying to change the 

sector and then incorporating the lessons about its functioning into its next steps and 

approaches. These lessons are not formed by crude experiences, but consist of digested 

experiences which have been translated into action-orienting criteria of a more general 

nature, such as the window-of-opportunity criteria (section 8.2.1.4). The quick articulation of 
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lessons learnt, for example, by extracting generic criteria or principles for application in new 

situations, forms the second aspect. It results in a fast learning and action cycle. 

A third aspect is that the constant interaction is nourished through various formal and 

informal channels for learning. Examples of internal learning channels are internet 

information services, various written material, and more importantly, learning-by-doing. One 

reason for the importance of this highly informal learning-based approach is the nature of 

PEG’s work and the values that underpin it. According to PEG, formal learning opportunities 

that match its pro-public interest perspective are rare. Suitable courses are not easily 

available and often their content has to be adjusted to PEG’s innovative approaches and 

distinguishing valuesiv. Another consequence is that on-the-job learning is the main channel 

for newcomers. For example, newly appointed staff first accompany core team members to 

events and then are gradually given more responsibilities.  

With regard to external learning channels, various network opportunities are used such as 

workshops and conferences. Also, PEG approaches experts on certain issues for tailor-

made advice or comments. A PEG member gives an example: 

When we and Mumbai Grahak Panchayat [Mumbai Consumer Council, a Mumbai 

based CSI] were preparing for the joint filing of a PIL24, we had a couple of sessions 

with our lawyers because we don’t have the confidence or skills to go in the High 

Court and plead on our own.

Sometimes, formal and informal, internal and external learning channels are combined. 

One example is how PEG learnt about the dynamics in other energy sectors including coal 

and gas. They studied various documents and interacted with an expert on the gas sector 

whom they subsequently invited for a conference. Also, they hired an intern to undertake a 

study of these energy subsectors.  

The fourth aspect reaffirms the conclusion of Smillie and Hailey (2001), that NGDOs must 

work hard to promote learning. Learning does not come as an easy thing, but is hard-won as 

explained by one member: 

23 Lewin stated that you cannot understand a system until you try to change it (Schein 1996. In: Weick and 
Quinn 1999). 
24 PIL or Public Interest Litigation can be broadly defined as litigation in the interest of the public in general. 
Prior to 1980s, only the affected parties had the locus standi (standing required in law) to file a case and 
continue the litigation. And as a result, there was hardly any link between the rights guaranteed by the 
Constitution of Indian Union and the laws made by the legislature on the one hand and the vast majority of 
illiterate citizens on the other. However, this situation gradually changed in the eighties when the Supreme 
Court tackled the problem of access to justice by people. As a result any citizen of India or any consumer groups 
or social action groups can approach the apex court of the country seeking legal remedies in cases where the 
interests of general public or a section of public are at stake. Further, public interest cases could be filed without 
investment of heavy court fees as required in private civil litigation. 
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So, when we started studying Orissa, for every rule we kept on searching for the 

implication of that rule for these three parameters [of TAP]. If there is a provision that 

all documents of the commission have to be public, does that further transparency? 

Yes, that furthers transparency. But, then the subsequent sentence says that “but if 

the Commission declares any document confidential, then it will remain confidential”. 

So, that was a new thing for us: there can be two versions of confidentiality. But what 

is written next in the third sentence says that “if you want to keep a document 

confidential, you must give a written order”. So we must insist on an order. That was 

the kind of hard learning that we had to do, because it was learning from an entirely 

new perspective. 

The fifth aspect is the internal organising of PEG. Its small size and relative informal style 

of functioning without any noteworthy hierarchical hoops or formalities, contributes to a fast 

learning cycle. Learning is further stimulated because of its internal diversity. As a member 

explains, issues are thrashed out and debated from different perspectives, forcing one to 

think and learn more and more. 

Its approach to learning has resulted in a continual and fluid process in which internal 

debate, sharing and learning-on-the-job is constantly being enriched by opportunistically or 

proactively obtained external inputs. This continual learning linked with a long-term 

commitment to the power sector has enabled PEG members to change efficiently, and to 

grow quickly in impact. 

From the power sector, the focus now moves to the health sector: the following section 

describes the birth and progress of the Prayas Health Group. 

8.2.2 Health Group

In the early eighties, the awareness that HIV and AIDS could become a major threat to 

world health was slowly gaining ground. Vinay Kulkarni, a dermatologist, was working at that 

time in Austria where he was exposed to those ideas. He soon realised that, despite India’s 

reputation as the land of Ram and Sita, where one husband and one wife is the supposed 

norm, it was going to be a problem in India too. Around 1985-1986, while he worked in his 

own dermatological practice in Pune, he started to conduct awareness programmes for 

different groups like health care providers. Initially, even his wife, Sanjeevani, thought that 

working on HIV/AIDS did not make much sense. However, from 198925 onwards, the number 

25 The first Indian AIDS patient was diagnosed in Chennai in 1986. 
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increased of patients with AIDS-related symptoms who came to seek help at the clinic. 

Around 1992, Sanjeevani decided to join him to conduct awareness programmes wherever 

possible. The audience was varied, and not selected: health care providers, companies, 

women’s groups, college staff, and slums dwellers.  

Gradually, the Health Group grew from two part time working persons undertaking small-

scale activities primarily on a self-financing basis to what it is now, a largely foreign-funded 

group with 25 staff members. The range and scale of activities also expanded: from 

awareness-raising to research, information, training, and counselling. This will be explored in 

more detail in the following sections. 

8.2.2.1 Changing: deepening understanding and widening action range  

From 1992 onwards, the Health Group evolved various lines of activities in addition to its 

initial main activity of awareness-raising. The first such line was research within which the 

group undertook a number of studies. Sometimes, these were undertaken on its initiative 

triggered by signs picked up from the medical practice, but often the group received a one-

time grant to undertake a study on a subject coinciding with its interests. Although it is not 

always clear to what extent the Health Group systematically translated research findings into 

direct actions, such as advocacy, the research component broadened its knowledge and 

understanding of the field.  

The group self-funded its first research in 1992 about the knowledge, attitudes and 

practices regarding HIV and AIDS of doctors in and around Pune. The findings showed that 

the health care community was not at all equipped to deal with the emerging situation and 

that stigmatisation and discrimination against people living with HIV/AIDS was rampant. The 

group’s experiences with awareness programmes furthermore indicated that moralistic and 

fear-based educational material as prepared by most NGDOs and the government was not 

effective. It felt that bringing across the real-life situation of AIDS-patients would strengthen 

the message significantly. As a result of these considerations, the Health Group started with 

the second activity line of education and information material. 

Just before Prayas was established in 1994, Sanjeevani started to develop a slide show. 

Because of its success and the skills of especially Sanjeevani in this area, elaborating 

education and information material quickly became the group’s core activity. As with 

research, external funders played an important role as the development of the material 

happened mainly with their support, and often, it was the funding agency that approached 

the Health Group first. This line provided the stepping stone for the third line of training. The 

group had already irregularly been undertaking training activities, but these gradually grew in 

number to become a more constant element. Like awareness raising activities, training was 
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often provided upon request by and paid for by groups such as health care providers or 

academics. In 1998, the Health Group initiated a fourth line of counselling. The provision of 

these services was motivated by its direct contact through the clinic with people living with 

AIDS and their relatives. A part-time medical counsellor was hired with the funds generated 

by the clinic. In 2003, noting the increasing incidence in children, the group started to provide 

free counselling services to children with HIV/AIDS. 

When preparing the slide show early in 1994, it became clear to Sanjeevani and Vinay, 

that activities in the field HIV/AIDS would increasingly demand their time. So, they decided to 

establish an organisation which could support their activities: 

This time [preparing the slide show] we asked our friends, because they were 

there…. But for the future we need to have our own organisation, so that we can get 

our funding and work in a more organised way….. Simultaneously, Girish had started 

working on electricity issues and I was working on parenting. We all decided to join 

hands and form an organisation, where the basic theme of working for people would 

be the same.

Similar to PEG, the Health Group received its first direct foreign funding shortly after the 

establishment of Prayas in 199426. Nevertheless, this did not result in a burst of activities 

undertaken by the Health Group. Rather, the range and number of activities grew only 

gradually, and sometimes haltingly, over the next seven or eight years. Activities undertaken 

in the following years were either on a short-duration, one-time basis generally with external 

funding, or for a longer period, but relatively small-scale and funded with own means. Also, 

except for hiring one part-time person, little changed in the functioning of the Health Group. 

With its first grant in 1994, the Health Group set up an information centre open to the 

public. Then, around 1995, through a contact, Sanjeevani was invited to contribute to a study 

by a PhD researcher on reproductive morbidity. Her PhD guide was a consultant to the Ford 

Foundation, a US-based non-governmental donor. Through this contact, in 1998, the Ford 

Foundation provided a one-year grant with research, education and dissemination 

components. The group furthermore became a member of Network, consisting of partner-

organisations of the Ford Foundation working on HIV/AIDS. In this - mainly informal - way, 

the group’s reputation and network of contacts gradually grew. In 1999, through a member of 

Network, then renamed Action Plus, Panos27 contacted the Health Group to see whether 

they could prepare booklets on HIV/AIDS for media. In 2000, suggested by a common 

26 The development of the slide-show was funded by India Development Services, a group of Indians staying 
abroad. As Prayas was not yet established, the fund was routed through a befriended organisation. The first 
grant that the Health Group received directly came from Bike Aid in 1994. 
27 An organisation with offices in various countries, which produces information for media on global 
development issues with a developing world perspective 
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friend, GTZ28 approached the group to undertake a study on Women and HIV to support the 

incorporation of HIV/AIDS in its health programme.  

Thereafter, there was no external funding until 2002. Vinay was re-editing a handbook for 

physicians with own funds, and Sanjeevani had taken over counselling from the medical 

counsellor who had left in 2001 in search of a fulltime job. The group was also undertaking 

awareness raising and training activities, for which it sometimes received an honorarium. 

This was then channelled back into the group’s self-funded activities. No new areas were 

taken up in this period, however, the Health Group obtained two additional members. One 

person did his internship in the medical practice, became interested in the field and got 

involved in the study for GTZ. The other first helped Vinay on a voluntary basis with the 

editing of the handbook and then gradually left her own medical practice as she became 

more and more involved in the activities of the group. This growth in human resources 

brought about the next step.  

In 2002, through its contact with the Ford Foundation, under an umbrella-financing to 

another organisation, the Health Group was granted a research project on stigma coping 

and support systems of people living with AIDS. The research project was meant to 

strengthen the capacities of the group’s new members and at the same time, allowed them 

to join the group full time. In the same year, upon suggestion of a friend, the Elizabeth 

Glaser Pediatric AIDS Foundation (EGPAF), an international non-governmental donor, 

invited the Health Group to participate in its project proposal writing workshop. This resulted 

in the first major project undertaken by the group. The project on Prevention of Mother To 

Child Transmission of HIV (PMTCT) covers twenty three private hospitals in 8 urban and 

rural districts of Maharashtra29. It provides counselling services for pregnant mothers through 

counsellors trained by the Health Group. It was also a first for the group in various other 

aspects: the first major and longer-term funding, although again under an umbrella grant, the 

first externally financed implementation programme, and the first time, that the Health Group 

established a longer-term relationship with a larger number of hospitals.  

For the time being, the PMTCT project moved the group away from a small voluntary 

group undertaking relatively low intensity activities with intermittent, mainly foreign-funded 

bursts of action towards a group which is active full time. Furthermore, it changed the view of 

its own future as, for example, for the first time, it was working at a relatively larger scale, 

and was regularly invited to international events. Additionally, the project changed the size, 

shape and functioning of the Health Group. For years, Sanjeevani and Vinay undertook 

small-scale activities with the temporary help of friends or hired staff. It was only a few years 

28 GTZ stands for Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit, an international agency for sustainable 
development with worldwide operations based in Germany. 
29 The project is funded under the EGPAF Call to Action project with the same objective. 
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back that the group had expanded with two more members, but now a project team was 

quickly set up (see also section on ‘Changing, networking and organising’).   

Before the group started with the PMTCT project, members in their individual name, had 

taken on one-off activities at the international level, or were incidentally invited to participate 

in a course. After the EGPAF grant, they started building up a name as a group and 

undertaking some activities at the international level, which nevertheless remained of an ad 

hoc character. In 2005, it was invited by UNICEF to train a group of doctors in Bangladesh 

on PMTCT and comprehensive management of paediatric AIDS. Also, in 2005 the group 

made a presentation in the International AIDS Conference in Thailand. However, rather than 

itself proactively seeking external funding for its other enterprises, the group choose to 

finance these from own funds, and in consequence maintain these self-funded activities at a 

low key and small-scale.  

The context and sense-making by the Health Group

Increasingly, India has to cope with the double burden of ‘old’ diseases that continue or 

sometimes have become more complex to fight like malaria and tuberculosis30, and of new 

diseases that have increased rapidly like diabetes and ischemic heart diseases31.

Typically, access to affordable health care is a major hurdle facing especially rural India. 

In the last years, there has been a remarkable explosive growth of the private medical sector 

in an unregulated form, along with a reduction in scope, size and quality of the public health 

sector.32  Currently, the Central government is spending 0.9% of the GDP on health care33

while at the same time, the whole government public system has also gradually become 

more and more commercialised. Services provided earlier without charge in government 

health care centres, like drugs or X-rays, have now to be paid for. High costs of 

administering public hospitals and falling standards in primary health care have prompted 

State Governments to pitch for private sponsorship of health care and even support private 

ventures. With more private ventures, good health care has become more elusive and 

accessible only to a few.  Because of these trends, increasingly, the health care sector and 

the individuals employed in it are oriented towards generating money.  This contributes to a 

further enlargement of the gap between the worlds of health care providers and the majority 

of care seekers.  

30 Some of the ‘old’ infectious diseases have been brought under control like plague and small pox. Also, 
although the overall malnourishment of especially children and women has not decreased, certain types of 
malnutrition have gone down like extreme vitamin deficiency, and related illnesses like scurvy or night 
blindness. 
31 Ischemic heart diseases are heart problems caused by narrowed heart arteries. 
32 Anant Phadke pers.com. 2005 
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The Health Group has seen its context changing from indifferent or adverse to more 

conducive, partly forced by the swelling HIV/AIDS epidemic. Members of the group describe 

as the major changes the increase in responsiveness from the general public and from 

health care providers, the fact that treatments became available and their price dropped, a 

more open attitude towards sexuality, and a growing number of actors working in the field.  

For the group, all these changes in its context influence its work. The availability of a 

treatment and the drop in prices meant, for example, that it could provide a message of hope 

to its patients and in its educational material. At the same time, albeit at a local level, 

changes are also influenced by the actions of the group. In the early days, nobody was 

ready to take care of people living with HIV/AIDS. They were denied access to health care 

and discriminated against in all possible ways. Health Group members interacted intensively 

with care providers. For example, for the PMTCT project, they undertook round after round 

of discussion and awareness raising, often using personal contacts and their own credibility 

as medical experts to persuade hospital executives. As of 2005, the group managed full 

access to twenty three hospitals. 

One important link between the group and its context through which the group obtains 

signals about changes has been the medical clinic. Changes in activities of the Health Group 

highlight the interactive relationship with the direct environment within which it is working. 

Members of the group explain: 

Initially, it was mainly the men, who we were seeing, but then we started seeing an 

increasing number of women visiting the clinic. We felt that the proportion of infected 

women was increasing, so we need to know what are their concerns and how they 

cope…. So, that is the reason we took up that GTZ funded study on women and HIV 

and after that, the study regarding stigma. That was also because in the clinic, we 

had seen lot of stigmatization and the way it affects patients’ health seeking 

behaviour … From that, the epidemic reached the fourth stage, to the children. That 

way, we started looking at paediatric cases, and that is how we developed our 

childcare programme.

The Health Group has been working to counteract what it perceives as unjust in its 

environment guided by its values of “providing the best quality care possible”, “no 

stigmatisation”, and “no discrimination”.  An example is how the group has designed its 

PMTCT project. Generally, people living with HIV/AIDS are treated separately within the 

33 This is very low compared with the 5% recommended by the World Health Organisation 
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Indian health care system. In the PMTCT project, the services are integrated within the 

gynaecological services provided by the partner-hospitals. In consequence, women giving 

birth are not anymore isolated in separate rooms reducing the risk of being stigmatised.  

Part of the group’s environment are funding agencies. New activities within the Health 

Group were often triggered by an interaction with especially funding agencies that contacted 

the Health Group on suggestion of friends, and offered funding or travel opportunities. Again, 

the reason was a blend of internal and external factors. On the one hand, the Health Group 

had built a name and network, on the other hand they were, for example, lucky to work in a 

high prevalence state34.

Choosing how to achieve change  

Despite the growing international contacts and resulting invitations, especially because of 

its contacts with EGPAF, the group does not want to work at an international level. Contrary 

to the Prayas Energy and the RELI Groups, apart from some ad hoc actions, the Health 

Group has chosen to respond to what it perceives as changing in its context in a relatively 

localised way and to focus on implementation. Policy advocacy is undertaken only by 

occasionally stepping onto a bandwagon pushed by other organisations. Possibly because 

of the lens of the medical clinic and the glasses of a doctor, the focus of action is on the 

patient, sometimes located within his or her family system. The group’s guiding values of 

providing the best quality care possible and eliminating stigmatisation and discrimination 

support or do not contradict localised action. While the range of response of the Health 

Group has gradually broadened over the years to include, for example, counselling services, 

its scale and focus of action have not changed notably. As a consequence of its choices, 

experiences gained with cutting-edge approaches are generally not taken by the Health 

Group to a next level. Although the group also addresses the wider environment around the 

patient, for example, through its educational and awareness raising efforts, these are mostly 

undertaken at a local level (Pune). The guiding vision of change was and is not based on a 

comprehensive analysis of the health care sector and the role or influence of HIV/AIDS 

within it, but seems to come from a compassionate drive to provide the best quality care to 

all. Improving quality of care and services, “have one of the best programmes”, appear to be 

the overriding concerns more than those of, for example, cost-effectiveness or sustainability.  

34 In general, in India, donor agencies have made or are in the process of making the move from the South 
towards the Northern so-called BIMARU states of Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh. By 
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 “Not to deny care to anyone” is an overriding guiding value for benevolent medical 

doctors. To achieve this, the group worked mainly through and with the means and actors 

they were more familiar with, such as private hospitals in urban areas. In consequence, 

notwithstanding some activities in, for example, slum areas, and despite the best intentions, 

because of these choices, the needs and complex situation of the poor were not analysed or 

addressed comprehensively nor strategically. Also, its PMTCT project functioned parallel to 

that implemented by the Government in public hospitals which cater primarily to those 

worse-offs. Only very recently, and more or less ad hoc, the group started to work with public 

hospitals.  

It is interesting to see the different ways of ‘branching out’ between PEG and the Health 

Group. PEG got pushed, and sucked out of its technological focus towards the vast horizon 

of governance of the power sector for which it made a conceptual leap. It made choices and 

introduced changes, guided by a drive to achieve maximum impact. The Health Group 

branched out by adding more activities without enlarging its focus and intensifying further its 

specialisation on HIV/AIDS.  It is not clear to what extent this choice was taken consciously, 

or whether it has grown out of the circumstances of part-time voluntary work, obtaining 

information through the lens of the medical clinic, and compassion with the circle of people 

they interact with daily, intensively and directly.   

At the same time, while PEG moved to become basically a hundred-percent foreign-

funded group, despite the balance tipping over to external funding, the Health Group has 

chosen to maintain and even expand its self-funded activities. The reason behind this choice 

is partly because the group easily can self-generate funding, and partly, because the core 

members are reluctant to proactively approach funding agencies. They express various 

reasons for their choice. Not only do they feel that they may be diverted from their own 

choices, but they also perceive fund-raising as a highly time-consuming activity which will 

put a severe strain on their small group. Also, that if their work is considered worthwhile, 

funding agencies will approach them. Maybe it is this perception of external funding 

combined with their focus on providing quality care that result in little attention for 

sustainability and outreach of the models developed by the group. When discussing the 

nearing end of foreign funding for the PMTCT project, Vinay Kulkarni explains their dilemma:  

If the Government want, it can take it over [the PMTCT programme]. … But then, the 

quality would go down if we leave. But if the government takes care of fifty or sixty 

percent of consumables, medicines for HIV etc. and we keep on getting some 

funding to sustain our programme, it could be a low-cost intervention…  See, it is all 

implication, Maharashtra is a state where donors have or intend to phase out. However, HIV/AIDS is an area 
which may overrule this intention of agencies.  
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a question of costs and this kind of thing, and we have not gone into the cost-

effectiveness for that.  

The next section will look into how the Health Group has been changing to cope with 

particularly the growth that has taken place. 

8.2.2.2 Changing and organising with the Health Group 

Before the Health Group was granted its first major project in 2002, activities were not 

undertaken at a scale or intensity that affected the group’s basic working pattern. Vinay 

Kulkarni was (and still is) fulltime involved with his medical practice and worked on an ad hoc 

basis within and outside those hours. Sanjeevani undertook mainly activities on a voluntary 

basis. Whenever the work flared up, extra help was hired temporarily depending on the 

needed skills and capacities and left as soon as the work ended. The temporary addition of 

the position of a part-time counsellor did not affect the basic organising dynamics of the 

group.

This all changed with the arrival of two additional group members and shortly thereafter 

the awarding of the EGPAF funded PMTCT project. The emphasis changed from an activity 

range consisting of ad hoc awareness, training and research, and some more sustained, but 

lower-key, self-financed activities, to primarily the focused implementation of one large(r) 

externally financed implementation project. Although some basic traits remained, this move 

had major implications for the group and propelled its organising processes. 

A first change was at the level of its structure. The four original group members were now 

named group coordinator team. Vinay Kulkarni, consciously or unconsciously, informally 

moved to the role of guide, while the three other members took on the day-to-day 

management of the project. A third layer in the hierarchy was created with the newly hired 

counsellors, who were located in the collaborating hospitals. Inadvertently, these again are 

divided into those who work in nearby, mostly urban areas, and those who are located 

further away in rural areas. The first are more intensively accompanied compared with their 

colleagues in rural locations. A fourth group is formed by the supporting staff. Very recently 

(September 2005), the coordinator team has been enlarged with two former counsellors, 

who have taken over the routine management tasks of the PMTCT project. This allows the 

more senior members to evolve new ideas or activities. All this resulted in different classes 

of staff: project staff on temporary basis, three circles of group coordinator team members, 

senior, junior, and the inner circle of senior coordinator team members who also sit in the 
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executive committee and the board of trustees. This is not embedded in a formal way in the 

organisation through, for example, job descriptions and the organisational structure.  

A second change happened in management systems. Detailed systems were set up to 

boost communication, and planning and monitoring. Apart from regular phone calls, when 

counsellors check decisions or other situations, all counsellors are visited monthly by a 

group coordinator team member and all attend a monthly learning and data sharing meeting. 

The counsellors located in nearby hospitals furthermore visit the office also the other three 

weeks, one week for stock assessment, the next week for updating of data, and again for 

training and capacity building. The monitoring is intensive: for each pregnant woman a file is 

created by the counsellor. A copy is then created for the office and each time the counsellor 

visits the office, she updates the patient’s informationv. In part, this reflects the 

doctor/counsellor - patient character of the project, focused on provision of care. Also, it 

shows the young age of the group and the model it is developing. Being a group without 

earlier experiences in the matter with all counsellors new in the job, it opted for fairly detailed 

and centralised monitoring systems in which central decision-making takes place at the 

group coordinator team level. Nevertheless, through the training on the job, dependency on 

the central level is gradually diminishing.  

With regard to financial systems, these also expanded and matured gradually over time. 

Administering financial support for the group was at first channelled through a befriended 

organisation. Subsequently, this was done by the accountant of the medical clinic and later 

by a Prayas’ level administrator. More recently, an assistant was appointed to the 

administrator specifically for the Health Group activities. Nevertheless, this applies mainly for 

administration and accounting. Financial planning is more erratic with regularly voluntary 

contributions in kind and cash from, for example, patients or staff making up for gaps.   

A third change is in the perception of the Health Group of the future it envisions for itself. 

In view of the future scenario of a further generalisation of the HIV/AIDS epidemics, the 

Health Group is interested in scaling up certain current activities including PMTCT and 

training to “create the infrastructure necessary” of doctors and counsellors who can take on 

the increasing work. As a consequence, if funding comes through, the Health Group 

envisages a growth in terms of a physical expansion. This contrasts with the vision with 

which Prayas as an organisation set out in 1994, when neither implementation nor forming a 

big organisation was a compelling drive. Perhaps the Health Group is prompted to spread 

and scale up its activities because of the emerging enormity of the HIV/AIDS epidemic. The 

suffering of the people with whom the group is in direct contact forms its internal drive and 

inspiration. This may explain the choice to upscale physically without increasing the distance 

to its source of inspiration, in contrast to, for example, PEG or MYRADA who have chosen to 

upscale their influence without much physical growth. As will be shown in subsequent 
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chapters (see chapters 7 and 9), each choice brings with it different gains and trade-offs. 

Another factor that could have contributed to the choice of physical growth may have been 

the negative attitudes towards networking of actors working in the group’s context. The 

following section will explore more in detail the networking by the Health Group. 

8.2.2.3 Changing and networking with the Health Group 

One important factor which has put a significant mark on networking by the Health Group 

is funding. It is noteworthy to see that, until now, the Health Group did not systematically 

undertake proactive steps to obtain external funding. Each time the group was either offered 

funding for an activity which they were or became interested in, or they were invited to 

submit a proposal. Either way, in both situations, the contact came to the Health Group 

through friends or network-partners. Sanjeevani explains: 

When EGPAF organised the [a proposal writing] workshop, somebody asked “who 

from Maharasthra?”, and someone suggested Prayas. So an invitation came to us. 

We had to find out who had suggested our name, and then we got the name of a 

friend ….

In its turn, external funding came with an increase in networking. The Ford foundation 

stimulated the establishment of Action Plus. Vinay narrates its origin: 

As happens with all funding agencies, Ford Foundation decided that all these 

different organisations should start sharing experiences. And because there was no 

money with individual organisations to meet, some kind of a grant was given to set 

up a network. 

This so-called endowment fund facilitates the participation of members in international 

conferences and pays for annual network meetings. Likewise, EGPAF’s funding to the 

Health Group comes through a consortium of six Indian organisations working on HIV/AIDS. 

Not only do these started to meet regularly in India, also, EGPAF organises an annual 

meeting for partner organisations and periodically arranges for conferences.  

Health Group members state that through these networking activities the group has 

gained knowledge about other issues, and visibility e.g. by presenting it’s a paper in an 

international forum. However, in contrast to PEG, the networking activities of the Health 

Group did not form part of its strategy nor seem to have added much to its impact. 
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A second notable factor with regard to networking by the Health Group is the growth in 

number of actors in the field. According to the group, this offers both opportunities as well as 

threats for the Health Group. Positive effects are, for example, the growth in number of 

hospitals or other places to which people can be referred, and the growing availability of 

research undertaken by other organisations. Negative effects come, for example, from fear-

based strategies followed by other actors. These hamper the group’s work as they reinforce 

stigmatisation and discrimination. Furthermore, as with other viral diseases, lackadaisical 

treatment will create problems of resistant viral strains complicating treatment.  

In view of this situation, the Health Group has extended its networking activities. It is a 

signatory when there are campaigns on topics that speak to them like atrocities against sex 

workers. They also call for workshops to disseminate research findings or publications and, 

for example, NARI35 collaborates in the PMTCT project. However, despite being apparently 

well-networked especially at the local and state level, it is not clear what strategy the Health 

Group pursues regarding networking, particularly in the changing scenario. Governments of, 

among others, the high-prevalence states are increasingly responding to the intensifying 

epidemic by implementing or financing prevention and treatment programmes. Furthermore, 

it is the (central) government which defines the framework and rules of action either through, 

for example, its decision on patenting of medicines including anti-retroviral treatments (ART), 

or the protocols for treatment in PMTCT activities. Nevertheless, the Health Group has 

chosen not to work with government. Although the government of Maharasthra has a 

PMTCT programme, the majority of the Group’s PMTCT partners are private hospitals. 

Despite the fact that a recent decision by the government regarding patenting36 would have 

impacted on its activities, the Health Group did not proactively take up any initiative to 

influence the decision-making. 

It is possible that the choices made by the Health Group regarding networking are linked 

with its choice to focus on implementation and to maintain or strengthen its direct contact 

with people living with HIV/AIDS. At the same time, the choices also reflect the context within 

which and the actors with whom the Health Group interacts. For example, the way private 

hospitals and their staff function seriously limits their knowledge of, and interest and 

participation in issues of wider implications. PMTCT is just one of their many activities, and 

owners of private hospitals are said to have their own agendasvi.

35 National AIDS Research Institute, Pune 
36 To meet its commitments as a WTO member, the Indian government adopted on 23rd March 2005 a new 
patent law that recognizes both patenting on processes and on products. In practice, this implies a ban on the 
making cheaper copies of new patented drugs. Public health campaigners argue the bill is stricter than required and 
ignores the flexibilities under the WTO agreement on Trade Related Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) intended to 
safeguard public health in emergencies. Indian firms will now have to wait for three years before they can apply for 
compulsory licensing of newly patented drugs to meet an emergency need.
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As a result of all the awareness raising efforts by the Health Group, hospitals 

collaborating with the PMTCT project are now providing regular care to people living with 

HIV/AIDS while before they were regularly turned away. Although this greatly helps the 

project to be effective in a broader sense, the number of partner-hospitals has added 

basically only an outer shell to its organising that does not interact much with the internal 

organising of the Health Group. Other than referring patients to the counsellor, despite initial 

efforts by the Health Group, the hospitals are not much involved in the project, its planning 

and monitoring and other organising aspects.  

The following section will explore the linkages between learning and changing. 

8.2.2.3 Changing and Learning with the Health Group 

There are various similarities between the Health Group and PEG. Firstly, formal learning 

is very important in order to enter the organisation, at least at the level of the group 

coordinator team who all are medical doctors.

Secondly, at this level, the dilemma of having to pay higher salaries versus opting for less 

qualified candidates is not felt much as commitment is very strong.  One member gave up 

her medical practice to join the group fulltime, all contribute in cash or in kind to different self-

established funds e.g. for the child care centre, as are fees from international consultancies 

or other events.   

Thirdly, important channels for informal learning are the study of books or internet, on-

the-job learning, from a role model or by trial and error, and group discussions particularly at 

the core team level. The Health Group also interacts with practitioners with experience in the 

field that they feel needs strengthening and invite them to give a lecture. Often, a 

combination of channels is used, thereby blurring the source of learning. In contrast to PEG, 

for the Health Group, ready-made formal learning events are more regularly available. For 

example, in 2005, one group coordinator member took a course at the John Hopkins 

university in Baltimore, USA; another joined a course at the Christian Medical College, 

Vellore. Group coordinator members organise monthly training sessions for the project-level 

counsellors in which experience sharing and reflection is blend with learning. These 

sessions are further supported by on-the-job learning. For example, counsellors call to 

consult which decision to take, and every month, each is visited once. In the hospitals 

collaborating with the PMTCT project, the Health Group also follows a mixture of formal and 

informal approaches. The project started with one or more sensitization courses for hospital 

staff followed by a training course focused specifically on PMTCT. After appointing a 
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counsellor at the hospital, follow-up is provided by site visits complemented by remedial 

workshops for hospital staff in case necessary.  

All courses are developed by the core team members, usually after various internal 

brainstorming sessions followed by a test-phase. The efforts are all meant to enhance the 

capacities and skills of counsellors and hospital staff to do their job more effectively. In this 

sense, efforts at these levels focus on first-order learning linked with first-order changing. It 

is at the level of the group coordinator team level that not only first-order, but also second-

order learning takes place linked with changing of a corresponding order. For example, 

because the clinic increasingly started treating children, they learnt how to apply ARTs to 

children living with HIV/AIDS. This in its turn, prepared the team for taking up a major 

PMTCT programme which subsequently changed the group in various waysvii.

So far, changes in the Health Group have been of a first and second order, both 

regarding its organising (e.g. systems, structure) and positioning (e.g. networking, funding 

sources). The group has not yet gone through a third-order change that involves a 

fundamental transformation of its identity, framework and the underlying principles. 

In the next sections, the focus will be on the newest Prayas off-shoot, the RELI Group. 

8.2.3 Resources and Livelihoods Group (RELI)

8.2.3.1  Birth of a new group 

As with the other groups of Prayas, why and how the fourth and youngest group was 

started, and indeed the shaping of its approaches and strategies are closely linked with the 

personal history of its founder, Subodh Wagle. This will be described in the following section. 

It is important to note how experiences that shaped his beliefs and personal theory of 

development subsequently formed the framework of what was to become the Resources 

and Livelihoods (RELI) group. This general framework was thereafter gradually concretised 

in and through interaction with the environment. Each experience gained or lesson learnt by 

the group contributed to a further refining or filling in of the general framework with which the 

group set out. 



 206 

After disappointing experiences in the pro-democracy movement before the third 

Emergency37 was declared, Subodh started to work in rural villages in his home region of 

Konkan in Maharashtra. He tells about that time: 

So many people, like me, saw that, if these big political things are not working, let us 

work with the people directly in the villages…. Why it happened was that the pro-

democracy was led by a very senior Gandhian politician called Jayprakash Narayan. 

So, because of his influence, those who were involved in the pro-democracy 

movement also thought about Gandhi and villages.

During his years in the Konkan, Subodh learnt the limitations of both technology and 

grassroots political action in achieving desired changes. Guided by an aspiration to achieve 

impact, his focus shifted to policy and policy making. As a consequence, he left the work in 

Konkan and moved to Pune in search of opportunities to influence policy making processes. 

That was when he met Girish Sant, who was shaping his ideas on energy. Subodh 

describes:

We just literally bumped into each other on the road, a couple of times. We started 

talking and that is how we started working on energy together. Another prompt 

towards energy at that time was the Narmada Bachao Andolan. Our friends were 

involved in that, so, that sort of guided our path.

Subodh’s belief in the importance of influencing policy processes helped to shape PEG’s 

strategies. In 1992, Subodh took up a PhD in Public Policy in the USA on the appropriation 

of the Sustainable Development discourse by mainstream actors and the need to evolve a 

new alternative discourse. Upon his return to Pune in 1996, he started working for an 

organisation with the understanding that he could spend time in joint research with PEG.  

In the following years, a number of prompts led to the foundation of the RELI Group. A 

first was that, during the ENRON struggle, PEG was in touch with a range of grassroots 

organisations and civil society organisations located in Konkan, the site of the ENRON plant. 

PEG felt that it was very difficult to communicate with them on the highly technical power 

sector issues. This led to the thinking, that in order to directly touch upon the lives of people, 

37 In 1975 the Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi declared a state of emergency after she was indicted in a 
corruption scandal and ordered to vacate her seat in the Indian Parliament, allowing herself to rule by decree till 
1977. India made great economic strides during the two year emergency period, but political opposition was 
heavily suppressed. Civil liberties were suspended and a mandatory birth control program was introduced by the 
government. Confident about her chances of getting reelected, Indira Gandhi relaxed the emergency and 
released dissidents. She then was trounced by an anti-Indira grand coalition in the 1977 elections. However, 
within a year of coming into power, the front of pro-democracy forces started crumbling under the pressures of 
internal contradictions and the old political forces.     
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they needed to work on issues underlying the energy system, because “the development 

model defines the energy system”. This became a first lead to the establishment of the RELI 

Group. Additionally, for his part-time job, Subodh undertook a research on the impact of 

industrialization and urbanisation in Konkan on natural resources and on the livelihoods of 

people dependent on those resources. The research was undertaken in collaboration with 

six grass roots organisations (GRO)38 and these stated that they are not guinea pigs which 

can be studied, but they needed support and work. A third prompt came when in 1999, 

Subodh rejoined PEG fulltime which gave him space to look again at his PhD work. He soon 

realised to his dismay that the context had changed: the discourse of sustainable livelihoods 

which was alternative or oppositional in 1996, was by 1999 again being appropriated. For 

example, DFID39 had started a discourse that sustainable livelihoods and globalisation are 

two sides of the same coin, and justified globalisation by using sustainable livelihoods 

thinking.

The drive to resist this appropriation of the sustainable livelihoods discourse laid the basis 

for RELI’s first main work area of incorporating a sustainable livelihoods perspective in the 

alternative development discourse. RELI’s second main area of work on sustainable 

agriculture at the practice level came into focus when Subodh teamed up with a person 

working in sustainable agriculture in Konkan. The group started off in 2000 with one and a 

half person and a first grant routed through PEG. In this initial period, the idea was not to set 

up a separate group, but to strengthen the energy work with the livelihoods perspective 

through a Resources and Livelihoods Team. Subodh was to spend part of his time on the 

livelihoods perspective while also continuing to work on energy issues. 

Gradual maturation 

When the work in the RELI Group started, besides Subodh who worked part-time, there 

was first one, and soon two other staff members. The initial focus in both areas of 

sustainable livelihoods, and sustainable agriculture40 was on developing a conceptual basis 

through a review of a wide range of literature, internal debate and informal consultations with 

a few selected persons. As the group felt it was moving into an arena crowded with actors 

38 The RELI Group defines a grassroots organisation as organisations that work at the local level. These are 
either registered organisations, like local externally funded NGDOs or usually unregistered, subscription-based 
people’s organisations like federations or movements. Community-based organisations like youth or women’s 
groups, village committees are not included nor political organisations like panchayati raj institutions. 
39 Department For International Development, UK  
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and positions, and where issues and debates have a history, it invested heavily in self-study. 

The initial period of relative isolation helped the group to evolve its own alternative thinking 

amidst the theoretical bombardment by prominent and loud actors. Additionally, in the first 

period41, some small field studies requested by grass roots organisations (GRO), and some 

agricultural experiments were also undertaken. These were primarily intended to build 

rapport and develop a feel for the field. One more person joined at the end of this period. 

The approach in the first period helped RELI enormously to learn from other approaches 

available at national and international level based on which it carved out its own position and 

niche (Box 8. 2.3.1: RELI’s views on alternative development). The first exploratory period 

ended early 2002 with an external review fielded by the donor agency, after which the RELI 

Group, which officially was still a team of PEG, became more outward-looking.  

With regard to the first working area of sustainable livelihood, or as RELI calls it the 

‘Discourse area’, in the second phase the articulation of the group’s initial position was 

consolidated through further research and more clearly embedded within an alternative 

development perspective. Then, after having developed its own position, RELI undertook 

more indepth and formal sharing with a wider range of stakeholders. A collaborative process 

was initiated to further articulate an alternative development perspective (section 8.2.4.4 on 

Networking). Through its way of working and the clear articulation of views, the group gained 

in credibility and acceptance by civil society actors across the state. More and more, RELI 

became accepted as a facilitator for the development of an alternative development 

perspective. Invitations started to arrive to present its view in prestigious institutions. During 

this second period, the horizon in the sustainable livelihoods area was expanded to other 

parts of Maharashtra, and at times also to the national level. The group also started work 

with other types of civil society organisations like media and trade unions. 

With regard to the second working area of sustainable agriculture or as RELI calls it the 

‘Practice area’, in the same period, based on the experiences gained in the first phase and 

the feedback from the review team, the group reoriented itself. One lesson was to give more 

importance to the accompaniment and capacity building of GROs. Another reorientation is 

the decision to discontinue studies on request of GROs which had pulled the group into 

different areas, but to focus on livelihood themes, like government schemes intended to 

support livelihoods.  

40 A working definition has been evolved in consultation with GROs. The RELI  group now delimits its work as 
low external input cultivation of small plots which takes into consideration environmental considerations and 
which is livelihoods oriented (as against, for example, cash crop cultivation).  
41 Marked periods in RELI’s life coinciding with grant periods are 1/ November 2000 – February 2002, 2/ 
March 2002 – October 2003, 3/ November 2003 –  October 2006.   
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BOX 8. 2.3.1: RELI’s views on Alternative development 

The RELI Group analysed the analysis, solutions and practical initiatives in 

three broad development streams: 1/ political action for securing rights over (local, 

natural) resources; 2/ initiatives aimed at enhancing productivity of local natural 

resources;  and 3/ building organisational and other capabilities of the Most 

Vulnerable Sections (MVS). They found that despite having achieved a certain 

degree of success, efforts in all three streams have not made a significant 

contribution to the livelihood security of MVS. In their view, the main reason 

underlying this failure is that, while successfully addressing one of the above-

mentioned three crucial elements – rights to resources, productivity enhancement, 

or capability building – adequate attention was not paid to the other two. Hence, 

the RELI Group perceives an urgent need to evolve a comprehensive strategy 

facilitating a coordinated, integrated combination of all the three crucial elements. 

It calls this strategy, which is the thinking underlying all its actions, CRPC, that is 

Combining Rights, Productivity and Capabilities. This combination requires the 

following core components of the programme: (a) activism for rights over 

resources; (b) evolving and consolidating organisations of MVS; (c) building 

capabilities – technological, managerial, organisational, and other capabilities of 

MVS groups; (d) studies of physical, socio-cultural, economic, and daily-life 

contexts of certain MVS groups; and (e) development and adaptation of 

technology for enhancement of primary productivity of the local natural resources 

and productivity of certain crops. 

 (After: The strategy of combining rights, productivity and capabilities of Most 

Vulnerable Sections. An approach paper. Resources and Livelihoods Group of 

Prayas  2001). 

Towards the end of the first phase, RELI had organised a consultation with various 

leaders of GROs about the results of a study of an innovative agricultural model which the 

group had undertaken for another NGDO. Here, the first outline can be distinguished of what 

is to become the RELI Group hallmark approach of jointly evolving a common position after 

developing first own ideas. The GROs had been working in the Konkan mainly on land rights 

and agreed that improving the productivity of the land obtained was a major issue.  

Together, the RELI Group and the GROs evolved a longer-term programme on alternative 

cultivation practices which accumulated the lessons learnt and insights gained during the 

first phase. Capacity building and training were made a central part of the programme. A 
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second donor was found to support this programme on sustainable cultivation which allowed 

the group to grow in staff and outreach. They also established a field centre with own 

training facilities and demonstration and experimental plots on land donated by a charity. In 

the sustainable agriculture area, the group moved from a review of national and international 

literature in the first period to work mainly with GROs and grass roots activists in the Konkan 

region in the second period.  

In 2003, the RELI Group started with a third phase. It is in this third phase, that its 

potential is becoming increasingly clearer as progressively the group learns to articulate and 

shape its role as a facilitator and knowledge support organisation. It perceives itself as 

unique as, contrary to other so-called support organisations in agricultural development, it 

offers technical assistance in combination with theoretical and policy advocacy support. This 

reflects the earlier life experiences gained by, for example, Subodh. Furthermore, the 

increasing span of activities shows the conceptual and practical growth of the group.  

Both existing donor agencies agreed to continue their support. The longer-term goal in 

the discourse area remained to contribute to a “reversing of the development discourse 

flow”42. Within this area, the RELI Group is transferring its front position role to a multi-

stakeholder core group which has been established to take further the alternative 

development discourse building. The RELI Group restricts itself to elaborating preparatory 

notes and facilitating the core group meetings. At a later stage, it intends to prepare material 

based on the outcomes and facilitate further dissemination to different sections of civil 

society.   

Furthermore, the group found a third donor agency to support a new line of policy 

advocacy activities within the discourse area. The group has set up multi-stakeholder 

consultations at state and national levels, for example, on the government’s policies on 

Below Poverty Line (BPL)43 and tribal development (see also the section on Networking). In 

both cases, the RELI Group managed to get a sustainable livelihoods perspective accepted 

as a central paradigm around which policies should revolve instead of the conventional 

affirmative action in education and employment.  

Within the practice area, the group continues to support GROs in Konkan. Capacity 

building, demonstration and cultivation experiments aim to link its agenda of rights to land 

and resources with a sustainable productivity improvement of natural resources. Additionally, 

in response to the increasing demand by GROs for support, the RELI Group has broadened 

its span in the practice area with the development of generic methodological and 

pedagogical material for grass roots activists and community workers. This is meant to 

42 Project proposal submitted to Novib, April 2003: 32.  
43 The BPL (Below Poverty Line) survey serves as the basis for decision-making about government poverty 
alleviation schemes. 
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strengthen their capacities to influence and access in general government livelihood 

schemes. At the more local level, the collaboration with GROs in Konkan is to result in 

community level sustainable livelihood plans which will be compiled in the form of a 

community livelihood manifesto.  

It has to be noted that the growth of the RELI Group was tied to funding and funding 

periods. With the start of each grant, new activities or activity lines could be initiated, new 

staff hired, infrastructure realised or purchases made. At the surface, this points at a 

discontinuous changing. To a great extent, this is due to the young age of the group and in 

consequence, its unbalanced donor portfolio. The group has not built up human or financial 

reserves to initiate even small scale pilots or to bridge between grants other than, for 

example, postponing activities, or reducing salaries. Each grant therefore creates an 

apparently discontinuous change. However, the step of implementing the change is 

preceded by a period of less obvious activity including brainstorming, researching and 

reflecting about the changing.  

In a relatively short period, the RELI Group has grown conceptually, organisationally, and 

programmatically in terms of range of activities, financial turnover, and numbers of actors 

with which, and levels at which it works. Since 2003, it has also gained a status as a 

separate group within Prayas. Starting with – albeit well researched – conviction more than 

anything, stepwise, the initial general ideas and orientations about role, strategic models, 

activity spheres, constituent groups, etc. were translated into concrete activities and 

sounded out with selected constituencies or tested in practice. In their turn, experiences 

gained this way created both clarity regarding further steps, as well as new relational or 

physical space for further translation and concretisation. The process of creating and 

concretising the guiding compasses followed a dynamic pendulum movement. Internal study 

and discussion was followed by sounding out, enriching and so on with external 

stakeholders which was again followed by a step of internally distilling lessons and further 

articulation and refinement.  

It is important to note that while the articulation of notions about role, identity, strategies 

happened in interaction with the environment – that is, particularly the GROs and grass roots 

activists (GRA) – the main guidance in the articulation process and at a later stage, the 

shedding and prioritising came from internal value-based guiding principles. Examples are: 

maintain the RELI Group’s independence, be analysis-based, and undertake non-

threatening networking. These principles helped choice-making in concrete situations even 

where the RELI Group had no previous experiences or knowledge. Furthermore, as with 

each experience these became more and more articulated and refined, they contributed to a 
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progressive learning and changing spiral (see also section 8.2.3.5 on Learning and 

changing). 

As the context is an important influencing factor in all dimensions of changing in and by 

the RELI Group, first the interactions between the context and changing will be first detailed, 

before exploring the relationship between changing and learning.  

The context: receptivity in a perilous environment  

From the mid-eighties onwards, ideas based on classical economic theory that supports 

the laissez-faire doctrine as necessary to solve all economic problems were penetrating 

different sections of life. The need for privatization, trade liberalization and deregulation 

became widely accepted44.  It also was incorporated in the discourse in the international 

development sector. Donor organisations, especially bilateral agencies, started to actively 

support programmes or projects that contributed to the prevailing economic trends. Financial 

flows were diverted from themes like agricultural development and natural resources 

management, while support for good governance, often directly or indirectly in support of an 

economic reform agenda, became a priority for donor agencies or a requirement for their 

support. As the RELI Group discovered, these changes were sometimes wrapped up in 

flowery language promoting livelihood security of poor people. For the group, it was the main 

trigger to initiate its activities. 

Despite a general trend of downward support for activities that strengthen livelihood 

security, PEG managed to convince its main donor of the need to link energy closer to 

livelihoods. Also, as slowly the understanding dawned that privatization, liberalization and 

deregulation can have negative impacts on particularly poor sections of society, a degree of 

interest in livelihoods issues was regenerated with some donors. This, PEG’s and Subodh’s 

own long-standing reputation, and the RELI Group’s growing credibility provided access to a 

number of other donor agencies. Their support was crucial for RELI to continue its flight. 

Contrary to the field of energy where few knowledgeable and able civil society 

organisations exist, agriculture and rural development in India is a sector where over a long 

period, many actors have evolved experiences, visions, and positions. Partly as a 

consequence of this legacy, various groups have formed with strong positions and 

ideological views which often do not coincide with each other. In such a context, the RELI 

Group did not wish to present itself as yet another group or create another network. Rather, 

44 e.g. see Davidson 2003 
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over time, it gradually crafted itself a role as a facilitator bringing various groups together 

platforms to exchange and share. Subodh explains: 

It is not the electricity sector where politicians feel that they are not capable. Here, 

everybody knows about agriculture… So, there are limits to what the advocacy 

groups of professionals can do. We feel that the right path is to make the existing 

networks and coalitions or individual civil society groups more capable and prompt 

them to do advocacy work. Coming from the grassroots, they have a competing 

legitimacy with the politicians and they can raise popular support directly. 

Notwithstanding their supposed legitimacy and capacity to raise popular support, 

important changes have also taken place at the level of the grassroots constituencies with 

which or through which the RELI Group intended to work. Firstly, interviewees explained that 

increasingly, CSI and people’s organisations are realizing that they cannot continue with 

strategies that were effective in the past. On the one hand, issues that GROs are confronting 

have become more complex. There are, for example, many technical and other aspects 

involved in comprehending or articulating a position about agricultural ecology issues. 

Generally, GROs don’t have the capabilities, nor the time or energy to articulate a well-

founded alternative to the government’s “technocratic offensive” which, at times is supported 

by an agricultural university, the irrigation department, and a geological survey. On the other 

hand, the Government has found ways to circumvent the pressures traditionally exerted 

through the mobilisation of people. Group members explain:  

So, if there is a rally, the Government will take a petition and say “yeah, yeah, we will 

think about it, you send a delegation”. … They now know how to neutralize this kind 

of tactics… So, because they [GROs] are being ineffective, they now feel the need 

for other support or different kind of work or mechanisms to influence the 

government. 

Secondly, in increasingly all-encompassing but not always easily understood ways, 

livelihoods of especially the poor and marginalised are being affected by interlinked trends. 

As one GRO leader explains, there are many trends and ground realities, but generally the 

affected sections of the population are the deprived ones. Apart from new regulations, one 

trend is the “companization”45 of agriculture, that is, national and international companies 

taking up agriculture, thereby displacing farmers and taking over or degrading natural 

resources. Another trend is the reduction of economic opportunities in the cities, with people 

45 Prakash Kamble, personal communication, 2005. 
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either remaining in rural areas or returning to their native places. His response to the 

question which way he thinks that India is going, is straightforward: 

The richer will get more rich, middle class will go one step forward, but the 

economically and socially weaker sections, they will neither die nor live with dignity. 

Because government will not allow them to die, but at the same time, they will not be 

able to live as a human being. 

In view of the increasing pauperization of their target group constituencies, and the failure 

of their traditional approaches, GROs and CSIs of different ideologies alike are looking for 

other strategies. In consequence, although traditionally, groups often don’t see eye to eye 

and conflicts are rife, the RELI Group’s innovative approach of knowledge support and 

facilitation meets with a relatively receptive environment.  

Susceptibility at the level of both supporters and beneficiaries/intermediaries has 

contributed to the RELI Group’s relatively fast growth. With its antennas connected to GROs 

and CSIs, and its growing understanding and knowledge of the interface between livelihoods 

and especially governance issues, the RELI Group has managed to evolve an effective and 

innovative development model in a relatively short period (section 8.2.4.4 on Networking). 

An external review team states that “in the context of understanding the processes 

structuring and restructuring the economic and socio-political space of the marginalised 

periphery and also for developing a systematic intervention to address the same, RELI 

teams’ endeavour is likely to form a basis for a sustained innovative socio-political 

experimentation” (Chauhan 2003: 9).   

8.2.3.2 Changing and organising with the RELI Group 

Prayas’ work on sustainable livelihoods started off as a relatively informal effort. There 

were initially one and a half, and later two and a half staff members, and there was a small 

grant. Work and staff were embedded organisationally and logistically within PEG, whose 

systems were not created for the livelihoods work. Five years on, the RELI Group is a well-

networked, formalised group of thirteen staff (of whom three are support staff) divided over 

four teams, each covering an activity stream, and with well-, almost overdeveloped systems. 

In the following, it is shown how the RELI Group’s organising was influenced by and 

influenced its choices regarding changing.  

Three main factors can be said to have influenced the organising of the RELI Group. The 

first factor was the age of the group and the fact that relatively young staff were recruited. 
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The second factor is the group’s choice to work with a wide scope of alternative 

development and livelihood issues and corresponding ambitious and broad goals. The third 

factor is the almost personal aim of especially Subodh to create a distinct organisation based 

on his experiences and perceptions of the changing situation in India. 

Regarding the first factor, the influence of age on processes of organising, the rather 

loose systems which work for a – as they call it – well-gelled group like PEG, did not meet 

the requirements of a newly formed group. Furthermore, for several reasons the RELI Group 

recruited relatively young staff who came from various backgrounds. Mainly for these two 

reasons, over time, the RELI Group has experimented with a number of managerial tools, 

including the logical framework and Gantt charts46. Although not used equally extensive in all 

teams47, there is a dazzling amount of charts and sheets to be filled in at group, team or 

individual level, such as activity concept note (ACN), activity planning sheet (APS), activity 

development sheet (ADS), weekly planning and review chart, work process sheet, monthly 

activity report, monthly planner, and daily diary. For many RELI Group members, it was the 

first time that they went through a project cycle. The myriad sheets and charts serve as on-

the-job capacity building tools to develop an understanding of project and process cycles, 

their logic and linkages, and to evolve knowledge of tasks duration. Most important of all, 

their use forces senior and junior members alike to make explicit and share aims, 

experiences, and expectations. This helped especially staff in coordinating positions to 

understand their own role and function in the wider group. With a second project cycle 

upcoming, the group thinks that data gathered will serve to help the group and teams to plan 

realisticallyviii.

Consciously or unconsciously, use of these tools and the many acronyms such as ADP 

(alternative development perspective), SL (sustainable livelihood), GCT (group core team), 

GRO (grassroots organisation) and so on, also contribute in evolving a joint language and 

group thinking. Over time, this has helped the young RELI Group to evolve an organisational 

culture. At the same time, the various managerial tools strengthen a participatory culture and 

devolution of responsibilities. One stream coordinator explains: 

Now since I already have a detailed time allocation and the phasing, if Subodh 

suddenly says that “look, this is an opportunity, drop the previous idea”, I cannot take 

that just by Subodh’s hunch. I have to see where I can adjust my plan, I have to see 

whether this is right or wrong. So, in fact, the systems help to take those 

46 Table for planning activities over the project period  
47 The RELI Group is further divided in four teams per so-called activity streams. Each team is headed by a 
stream coordinator, who represents the team in the group core team or GCT. 
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opportunities in the external environment with more confidence and more consensus. 

Even the team develops, as they understand how changes can be implemented.

This was used intentionally to strengthen the third organising factor of creating a distinct 

organisational model (see below). Furthermore, the systems are not only contributing to the 

building of capacities of the staff, but are used by the RELI Group to actively enhance the 

capabilities of collaborating GROs as their managerial capacities are often limited. Despite 

the time needed to maintain the systems, the RELI Group is convinced of the advantages of 

systems and management tools. It is almost hungry to learn about new management tools 

and actively searches for new options.  

Regarding the second organising factor of working with a wide scope of alternative 

development and livelihood issues and the broad goals set by the group, on the one hand, 

this has further stimulated the growth of systems in the RELI Group. Although for the 

moment, it intends to focus on consolidation and enhancing the group’s capacities, the RELI 

Group aims to prepare itself for a growing outreach for which it perceives systems to be 

crucial (see also the case of MYRADA). As staff members explain:  

We realised that the scope of work is very big, so we have to work towards 

developing the organisation, developing the systems. Unless we have common 

systems, we cannot think of growing big…. We want to develop within us a sort of 

elaborate working system, so that we can expand our impact without expanding the 

team. 

On the other hand, the RELI Group’s wide scope and broad goals is reflected in its 

activity stream teams. Although not very big in numbers, the group is further divided into four 

teams which each cover a wide area that is: alternative development discourse building, 

policy advocacy, alternative generic development tools for GROs, and sustainable 

cultivation. In this way, the RELI Group attempts to encompass its wide-ranging working 

sphere. Although the teams each have evolved their own way of organising based on a 

group-wide framework for systems development48, on the overall, their approach is the 

same. Networking from an own position forms the core of the strategy (section 8.2.3.4). 

Each team networks at different levels with at times changing, at times overlapping network 

partners or sets of actors. For example, the discourse team supports a state-level working 

group consisting of a range of CSI and GRO actors. Depending on the topic, the policy 

advocacy team relates with a changing set of actors. It moves between local and state level, 

48 Note on Project Management, RELI Group. 
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but of late, it has started venturing into national level policy-making. The sustainable 

cultivation team works closely with seven GROs scattered over the Konkan region, as does 

the generic GRO tools team. The human body maximises its surface area for interaction with 

the environment, for example, in the lungs by increasing the surface to volume ratio. In a 

similar way, by dividing itself into activity stream teams, the RELI Group has increased its 

surface area for interaction with its environment. It is important to note, that this is not a 

passive or one-way interaction. Through the teams, the group actively increases both its 

range for picking up signals as well as enlarges its outreach to influence its environment49.

The third organising factor of wanting to create a distinct organisation gave the group its 

other characteristics. From the very beginning, Subodh’s idea was to establish a different 

kind of organisation. In his view, due to changes in the societal systems of class and caste, 

young middle class professionals who want to contribute to their society, have no other 

option than to work in NGDOs. However, it is not easy to recruit and retain competent and 

committed staff as they face an increasing pressure from family and friends to make money. 

The aim is therefore to evolve a sound organisation with staff who have a feeling of 

ownership and in consequence, a long-term interest in it. One consequence is that the RELI 

Group has more divisions and levels than can be expected for a thirteen staff organisation. 

Each activity stream has a coordinator, who participates in the GCT. In this team participates 

also the group coordinator, and the administrative officer, totalling six out of the thirteen 

group members. Within the overall Prayas’ framework, the GCT takes decisions about day-

to-day affairs of the RELI Group including major organisational and strategic issues. In this 

way, the RELI team argues that “the GCT mechanism has contributed in a large measure in 

transferring responsibility and accountability to a team of young and capable professionals” 

resulting in a sense of ownership and commitment. This is expressed by one stream 

coordinator: 

Normally, in an NGDO, especially junior staff is not encouraged to talk or to take 

decisions. Here, we are able to take part in managing…. This sense of ownership in 

the staff makes one feel confident and helps in communicating or to take on a 

confrontation. 

Notwithstanding the reasons behind the choices about the RELI Group’s organising, there 

are also drawbacks, for example, substantial efforts are required to maintain fluidity in 

communication and information within and between the various teams and levels. As work 

pressure increases, the group admits that certain systems are not strictly followed anymore, 

49 Although PEG is not further divided into teams and to a great extent, its members are interchangeable, each 
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such as participation of group core team members in meetings of other teams on strategic 

issues. As the different teams evolve in different directions and gain more experience and 

knowledge of their particular stream area, ‘gelling’ takes place more and more at the team 

level. While it is up to the group core team to bring these diverging flows together, there are 

two risks, as admitted by the RELI Group during the final workshop. Firstly, the group’s 

organisational culture, mission and other centripetal forces are still evolving and therefore 

the overall cohesion of RELI as a group may not be strong enough to withstand the 

centrifugal forces and to maintain one strategic focus. Secondly, the group’s linkage with the 

other Prayas’ groups is nascent. Subodh, who is the group’s representative to Prayas’ 

executive committee and board of trustees is withdrawing from the operational level. Thus, 

the linkage of the group’s practice with the overall Prayas’ framework seems weak. The 

RELI Group has realised some of the dangers and is currently in the process of streamlining, 

among others, the group meetings and evolving a process of strategic planning. 

8.2.3.3 Changing and Networking with the RELI Group 

Initially, the networking process undertaken by the RELI Group was informal and limited. 

For example, the group presented the findings of its first literature review on sustainable 

livelihoods to not more than ten persons, those whom it knew were interested. Gradually 

overcoming misunderstandings or scepticism and building upon a deepening and more 

concretised understanding of its role and possible strategies, the group’s networking not only 

has become wider and more intense, but also more formal and systematic. With the 

increasing outreach and credibility of the different RELI teams, more than with any other 

Prayas’ group, networking has become the RELI Group’s central approach, particularly of 

the activity streams on discourse building and policy advocacy. As explained before, one 

factor determining the centrality of networking is the group’s choice of its role which again is 

inspired by the context in which it operates and the group’s values. The growing 

understanding about the shaping of its role in concrete situations is intertwined with the 

zooming in on networking as a central strategy of knowledge and support facilitation (section 

8.2.3.5 on Learning). Box 8.2.3.3 relates the process followed with regard to evolving an 

alternative to the tribal policy proposed by the government.  

Based on these experiences, the RELI Group embarked on a similar process on the 

Employment Guarantee Scheme, another governmental development programme of great 

weight.

networks with a different set of actors, thereby achieving an effect similar to RELI’s activity teams. 
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Box 8.2.3.3: RELI’s evolving development approach

During a workshop in 2003, GRO leaders suggested to take up the issue of tribal 

policy. At that time, the draft national policy had been put up at the government’s 

website inviting suggestions. After discussions within the RELI Group and with 

GROs working on tribal issues, the group decided to translate the draft policy in 

Maharathi and send it to a wide circle of GROs in Maharashtra. An analysis from a 

livelihoods perspective by RELI’s policy advocacy team was also circulated. 

Comments were then collected and processed in preparation for a state-level 

meeting in Pune. This meeting focused on preparing a critique to the draft and 

alternatives for which all factions working in tribal issues were invited. As potential 

differences had been deflated by a first round of comments, during the meeting 

participants made use of the opportunity to communicate across camps. During the 

meeting an Adivasi Dhoran Jagruti or tribal policy awareness committee and a 

declaration committee were set up. Furthermore, the suggestion was made to take 

the process to the grass roots level. Based on the outputs of the Pune meeting, 

seminars were organised by local organisations in different locations in the 

Maharathi tribal belt. RELI staff participated in each event and took notes which 

were then incorporated into the Pune document and approved by the declaration 

committee. Around the same time, other CSIs were organising a Western India 

level consultation which was to feed into a national level consultation in Delhi. The 

RELI policy advocacy team was sent to represent Maharashtra first in the western 

India and then in the national level consultation. While at the national event only 

regional results were to be presented, the RELI team was allowed to present its 

state level document. A RELI member was also appointed to the steering 

committee. Important achievements were the change from an economic objective 

of tribal development to sustainable livelihoods, and the broadening of rights to 

natural resources (a key demand of tribal groups) to include productivity. The Delhi 

declaration was then presented at a press conference to the ministers of Tribal 

Affairs and Panchayati Raj. 

Back in Pune, the policy advocacy team translated the Delhi Declaration into 

Maharathi. A document containing all earlier documents and a chronology of events 

was then published by the tribal policy awareness committee and distributed.  
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It is important to note the role assumed by the RELI Group and the pressure points used. 

Drawing on the experiences of PEG, the RELI Group followed a similar approach in 

networking. Nevertheless, contrary to PEG which also presents cases on its own, before any 

major consultation, the RELI Group elaborates a background document based on a literature 

review and or the views of a select group gathered for that purpose. This provides an 

important starting point from which to develop what the group calls a “common minimum 

position”. Central to its strategy of networking is the development of this common thinking of 

participants based on a gradual coming together and blending of perspectives including the 

RELI Group’s analytic inputs from a livelihoods perspective. Subodh explains: 

That parties will change their opinions, so that they can coincide to some extent is a 

remote possibility for us, because positions are so well developed, that it is not 

proper to expect that people will change in one or two dialogues. … In most 

conditions, if we successfully achieve the common minimum, it is a significant gain 

for us.

More than PEG, knowing the factious arena in which they move, the RELI Group is 

careful to include actors from various backgrounds. It perceives its bridging role to bring 

different camps together as an important part of its strategy to revamp civil society’s 

capacities to present alternatives. For example, the participants of the core group of external 

stakeholders for developing the alternative development perspective represent both 

intellectuals as well as activists, and a range of ideologies varying from Gandhians, 

ecologists, ecofeminists, Marxists, and people proclaiming a dalit50 perspective. Group 

members explain the backbone of their capacities to bring parties together: 

See, a major difference was that we had not excluded anybody on ideological 

grounds…. And the second thing is that ours was very analysis-based, that was a 

very refreshing change for the people. And thirdly, we did not have any hidden 

agenda of pushing any particular ideology, position or organisation. We were always 

open, saying “let us think together”. We retained our independence of thinking 

ourselves, but we did not force anything on the others.

With strengthening ties to civil society actors and thus to information regarding changes 

and trends in the context, the RELI Group is able to pick up more ‘live’ signals: issues that 

especially the policy advocacy team is currently working on, are not only those which are in 

50 Formerly known as Untouchables, now renamed Scheduled Castes or Dalits  
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the limelight but also those very much linked to current governance issues and emergent 

policies.  

In the medium and longer term, the RELI Group’s vision is to equip civil society and grass 

roots organisations with the tools and capabilities to monitor the governance of development. 

Through repeatedly applying its general views and action-orienting criteria evolved by PEG 

to concrete situations and topics, the group evolved an overall model to achieve this in 

livelihoods issues. To arrive at a common minimum position regarding a certain topic, this 

model shows an in-built spiral of increasing concretisation and refinement. Through a 

process of collecting viewpoints from different actors, and feeding these into one or more 

multi-stakeholder consultations, concepts and principles that at first were abstract and vague 

are given hands and feet. Although until now, the group has not invested in making this 

model or approach explicit, the very fact of thinking in terms of the systematic steps of a 

model helped the group to learn efficiently and build upon experiences. The next section will 

look into the linkages of above described processes of changing with learning.  

8.2.3.4 Changing and Learning with the RELI Group 

In its five years existence, the RELI Group has gained important lessons which were 

swiftly applied to processes of changing. Several factors contribute to a fast process of 

learning. First of all, being the newest Prayas’ group, meant that there is a large bank of 

lessons learnt by the other groups, especially PEG, from which the RELI Group could pick 

and choose. PEG very much also played the role of a model of what can be achieved. This 

benchmarking with other models forms an important element of the second factor, that is, a 

constant internal drive to improve. The push was further intensified by the presence of 

Subodh in the group, both by his stress on performing as well as being an example to other 

group members of “speed and quality”. Although group members admit that no benchmarks 

exist in the Livelihoods sector, they perpetually feel that more should be achieved. A third 

factor that contributes to a fast learning cycle is the continual application of litmus tests, by 

continuously cross-checking the acceptance of GROs, and by incessantly looking for impact. 

This led to an efficient learning process. Especially in the beginning, when the group was 

small and informal, learnings were incorporated without much delay. A fourth factor were the 

regular external group-wide feedback (reviews) in the group’s first years of existence when it 

was looking to concretise its ideas and creating its space. The first and second external 

reviews were fielded within a relatively short period. They not only provided input for debates 

and reflection, but also forced the group to sit and think beyond the day-to-day horizon when 

it was in a formative stageix.
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Besides a fast process of learning, as with PEG, there strong link between learning and 

changing is noteworthy. Learning about failures or lack of impact is swiftly transformed into 

changingx. When an approach does not yield the expected results, changes are introduced 

without much hesitation. This applies both to externally oriented changes as well as to 

internal organising and was emphasised several times during the interviews.  

As mentioned earlier, another basic feature of the RELI model is the built-in interaction 

with the environment especially with those actors that it perceives as its ‘vehicles’ like GROs. 

This has the advantage that learning happens not only within the RELI Group, but also in the 

wider circle of its ‘vehicles’. While the basic steps of the RELI model are outlined, there is an 

in-built responsiveness because the sub-steps or the refinement of each step depend on a 

specific situation and inputs received from the networking circle(s). 

A final trait refers to the channels for learning. Particularly in the first period, the RELI 

used mainly informal channels for learning. There were no formal training courses, no formal 

visits to other organisations. The group read a great number of publications, analysed 

experiences of other organisations including PEG’s, and debated intensively, internally and 

with some external friends. From the beginning, there was a constant, mainly informal, 

investment in grooming, or upgrading human resources in order to continuously improve 

capacities and skills.  

Over time, the RELI Group has been evolving the systems to incorporate learning in the 

way it functions. It has developed procedures and mechanisms for induction of new staff, for 

staff retreats and staff meetings at different levels. However, the formalisation together with 

the growth of the team brings along a certain tension as it is more complex to organise agility 

and responsiveness. 

In its relative brief period of existence, the RELI Group has undergone some quick 

changes informed by the lessons it has learnt and feedback from others, including grass 

roots organisations. The lessons that are so eagerly picked up by the RELI Group and those 

that the group offer for others, including other Prayas’ groups, are however, barely or not 

reflected at the Prayas-wide level. Organisation-wide changing is described in the next 

section.
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8.2.4 Changing at the organisational level  

8.2.4.1 From friends to a professional organisation. 

In earlier sections, the establishment of Prayas in 1994 and its first years of existence 

have been described. In these very first years of work, the volume of work and finances was 

very low and the organisation functioned in an informal way. Following its establishment, two 

changes can be distinguished at an organisation-wide level. A first change is the increase in 

systems and formality especially in the past few years. Before 2002, Prayas’ accounts were 

looked after by the accountant of the health clinic, who also contributed in developing the 

practices and systems for the young organisation as per the needs of the moment. At the 

level of then existing individual groups, there was some administrative help, depending on 

the project and the funding. In 2002, Prayas appointed its own internal administrator to cope 

with the increasing volumes of work, organisational complexity and financial turnover. He 

then set off to develop various organisation-wide central systems covering financial matters, 

personnel management and management of external relations. With the growth, statutory 

requirements also increased. 

There is a strong drive in Prayas to comply with the requirements of, for example, Indian 

authorities and donor agencies. In part, this is a reflection of the organisation-wide striving 

for transparency. Nevertheless, with an increasing profile of particularly PEG, the group and 

as a result, also the organisation becomes more susceptible to direct or indirect attacks. 

Being impeccable forms one of the strategies to diminish the level of vulnerability.  

This above described formalisation has been accompanied by a second change of both 

centralisation and decentralisation. Currently, Prayas has developed centralised systems for 

all administration, accounting and personnel matters. There is a central-level accounting 

team. Procedures have been developed for photocopying, staff leave, contracts, and so on, 

harmonising the functioning of all the groups in these aspects. The Board of Trustees has 

been strengthened with two external persons and its meetings have been formalised. The 

executive committee has also gained in importance. Groups now have to report quarterly to 

the committee and all project proposals have to be approved by this body.   

At the same time, a trend to decentralisation can be observed. As each group grows and 

matures, fine-tunes its strategies, and consolidates or strengthens its own group, the locus 

of decision-making has shifted from the central circle of friends to a core team at the group 

level. The focus of communication is the group level as each group becomes more 

specialised in its area and sharing of experiences and lessons happens mainly at this level. 

Strategic planning and visioning meetings also take place at group level, and so are 

networking activities. This tendency to decentralise is exacerbated by the fact that each 

group is housed in separate and sometimes distant offices. The Prayas-wide bodies only 
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sparingly discuss issues beyond the legal or administrative matters. As one BOT member 

explains, the groups and especially the senior members are occupied in programmatic 

issues at the group level. 

There is a tension between programmatic interventions and internal democratic 

processes, because both of them are very demanding. The groups are too much 

involved in their programmatic work. They see work output as more important than 

organisational processes.

While there is a degree of overlap between PEG and the RELI Groups in terms of 

stakeholders and strategies, on the whole, the process of specialisation and diversification 

has been accompanied by a strengthening of each group’s own language and organisational 

culture. In this way, decentralisation has resulted in a degree of autonomy which complicates 

efforts to foster organisation-wide synergies and cross-fertilisation. 

In consequence, Prayas seems an organisational framework meant primarily to enable 

the different groups to operate. To a certain extent, there are attempts to balance forces of 

decentralisation and centralisation. However, in practice the workload, work rhythm and 

communication flows in each group complicate a balanced growth. Leaving aside the clout 

that its groups have demonstrated, there seems to be no attention for the role that Prayas as 

an organisation may play in the development sector. Little or no thoughts are given to the 

very distinctive example that Prayas as an organisation can set to the outside world. 

Furthermore, apart from sharing a mission statement, there is little discussion of what 

Prayas as an organisation stands for in a quickly changing world, between the groups and 

across organisational generations.  

Organisational culture 

The spirit of the early years of activism and commitment is still very much alive especially 

in its founder-members and trustees. It still inspires the organisational culture in all four 

groups. All staff seem to be looking for something meaningful in life and a number have 

given up economically comfortable positions to join Prayas. As one staff member says: 

When the numbers go up, it is bound that there is a different kind of people. I have 

seen this happening in other organisations, but not so much in Prayas. The 

enthusiasm, the zeal remains the same. The majority does not have a nine-to-five job 

or looking-after-a-salary attitudes…. Prayas is still an organisation of people who 

have sacrificed better lives for a good cause. 
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In MYRADA, the mission statement is actively being promoted as a centralising force. In 

Prayas there is no such unifying power, except for the old friendship bonds which form the 

organisation’s main centripetal force. As the current coordinator of the L&P group does not 

form part of the circle of friends, this group’s only communication line is informal through the 

ex-coordinator. It is the organisation’s only group without a formal representative in any of 

the organisation’s bodies, further undermining the centrality of the organisation in the life of 

its groups.

All members of the old guard have had real accomplishments, sometimes gaining wide 

attention even at the international level. The regular recounting of these feats by in- and 

outsiders increases the junior versus senior staff division that exists in each group. Together 

with the friendship ties, this creates an informal gap between the different staff generations. 

Although there is an open atmosphere in all groups and active efforts are undertaken in 

some groups to bridge the gap and create a new generation of seniors, at the organisation-

wide level, this has not been taken up as a matter of concern.  

8.2.4.2 Learning at the organisation-wide level 

In practice, each group is functionally autonomous, and the organisation-wide bodies are 

not oriented towards systematically identifying and disseminating organisation-wide lessons 

or even evolving central level principles, strategies and guidance beyond statutory or legal 

matters. Prayas has not seen the necessity to evolve organisation-wide learning channels. 

Learning is concentrated at the group level where each group has evolved formal and 

informal spaces for exchange. As such, the organisational cultures that have evolved at the 

group level act more as barriers than as sources or sinks of organisational learning.  

Exchange of lessons in organisation-wide spaces is focused on the group, not on how 

Prayas as an organisation can incorporate the lessons. Nevertheless, in an ad hoc manner 

sharing also exists between the groups. Although gradually, the groups seek to learn from 

each other, this often follows the informal lines of communication. For example, as the RELI 

Group is an offshoot of PEG and shares a staff member, the RELI Group has incorporated 

many important lessons from the PEG.  

The next chapter moves back to the theoretical level. It explores the issues around 

changing, choice-making and learning that emerge from this second case study.  The first 

part of the chapter describes the contrasts and similarities between the processes of change 

in the different groups. The latter part takes further the theoretical reflections as laid out in 
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chapter 7, by bringing the results of the two case studies together and highlighting the 

overarching notions. 

i One PEG member gives an example: Like the current Regulatory Commission Chairman in Maharashtra, he is 
very keen on energy efficiency issues. And though we have been pushing for energy-efficiency in MERC for the 
last three or four years, this is the time, when if we do a little bit more proactive work, it will be received far 
more positively by the Commission. 
ii A PEG member: For example, when I returned yesterday [from a meeting organised by the World Bank], we 
make it a point that forget everything else, we sit for half an hour and I will tell, when it is fresh in my mind, 
what happened, what are my interests. Then we try to relate the whole exercise, lessons to our earlier 
discussions. 
iii Presentations, we will do together. We will devise a strategy about how to go in this meeting, what kind of 
direction we can give to this whole process. So, all that thinking we will do together. …. Before going, we will 
have extensive interactions and come up with a presentation which is a reflection of strengths of all three of us.  
iv Right from the World Bank to even nowadays some of the Indian institutions have started giving courses on 
that [regulatory process or regulatory economics], but their perspective is quite different from how we would 
like to see things. And, those kind of learning opportunities may not be available. So, we will have to gather 
information or get training in bits and pieces (PEG member).  
v As Health group members explain: So, we are regularly updated regarding what is happening with the patient. 
Are they coming for regular follow up? Are they taking medicines? Whenever there is a problem in that, we 
communicate with that counsellor and follow the patient through that system. That file is entered in the software 
and that also gives us some insights regarding the follow up. Like how many women are going to deliver in this 
month and how many of them did not come to take medicines…. 
vi They are private hospitals, and they have their own agendas. They are not into networking with each 
other…..There could be a common sharing, but getting them together, it is difficult, because these are 
institutions working with so many other things. If I call an owner of a private institution to come for a one-day 
workshop to Pune, even if I pay him, he says “well, what you want to tell me, you will tell me, no? If I have this 
problem, I will ask you, if you have any problem, you will talk to me. Why would I spend a day just on the issue 
of PMTCT 
vii Once you start seeing a lot of children, you will start doing a paediatric programme. Then you realize what are 
the issues in paediatric ARTs and you start writing them down, you start doing a poster presentation in some of 
the conferences or kind of a thing. Now, you yourself realized that well, these are the things that need to be done 
for a paediatric programme. It is different from the adults, the adherence issues to ART [antiretroviral treatment] 
in children are different from adults. Then you work on them (health group member). 
viii In future, we feel that if suppose, this is on the GRO process, we can go back while planning the next project 
to see how the GRO process went through and what are the problems that we faced and how it can be solved. 
So, it helps also in developing a methodology for a particular activity (RELI members).  
ix … what helps is, that we prepare for these reviews and in that preparation process itself, we do self review of 
where we are and where we should go. So, apart from the external feedback that we get, the internal process in 
our team preparing and after the review also helps us to evolve different strategies (RELI members) 
x We worked with one organisation, because they wanted to work on water problems in their area. And we did a 
good amount of studies… , and we wanted them to take this further by convincing the Zilla Panchayat [district 
council] that this kind of work needs to be supported… But they could not do it, because they did not know how 
to do advocacy. You should see that doing research and trying to help does not, cannot become an end in itself. 
You have to have an impact, and for creating impact you cannot leave it just to the grass roots organisations. 
You have to work with them on all this, do hand-holding on a longer basis. So, we changed our strategy (RELI 
members).   
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Chapter 9 

REVISITING AND REFINING ISSUES  

In Chapters 6 and 7, the different issues emerging from the first case were identified and 

placed in relation to processes of Sense-making, Changing, Choice-making and Learning. 

Within the demarcation of these processes, Chapter 9 represents a second loop of learning and 

reflection based on the empirical material. The first part of chapter 9 (sections 9.1 – 3) further 

expands on and deepens various issues based on the Prayas case material1.  They are 

presented in a condensed form to prepare the ground for further theory formation in the second 

part of the chapter (sections 9.4 – 6). This second part forms a next step in the research and 

analysis spiral by highlighting case-overarching notions and pointing out ideas for putting these 

to use. Again, whereas most studies available (Fowler 1997; 2000a; Smillie and Hailey 2001) 

focus on what made the organisation a success, here the lens is process–oriented and the 

centre of attention is on what can be learned from how things are done. One major challenge 

has to be outlined here. Trying to capture and describe clearly and concisely a process which 

characteristically is fluid and muddled at times, paradoxically solidifies what in reality is a 

dynamic process. In consequence, occasionally an ill-fitting rigidity may shimmer through. 

9.1 Issues in Changing  

Changing arenas 

For all Prayas groups, the shifts within the sectors in which they are active, are visible and 

palpable. These shifts apply to many facets and to different actors including government bodies, 

donor agencies, as well as the people the groups work with, such as GROs or CSIs.  

While the government may lead processes of liberalisation, privatisation and globalisation, or 

LPG as Prayas calls it, decisions are not as rational or oriented by data, as might be thought. In 

1 Prayas forms the second case study. It nevertheless consists of four different groups of which three have been 
studied indepthly (see chapter 8). 
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consequence, it is not easy to predict the way processes are unfolding as government actions 

can be contradictory within one area or level or between different ones.  

The MYRADA case outlined some of the changes that donor agencies and in consequence, 

funding flows are undergoing. For both MYRADA and Prayas, foreign donors are in essence 

providers of means. This does not coincide with the wish expressed by various donor agencies 

to form a (international) network with their partners in order to influence development processes. 

Trends that affect the rural and urban populations of India are not straightforward. While in 

the case of MYRADA, positive trends were reported such as increasing education and 

awareness of their rural target groups, in the case of Prayas interviewees were more 

pessimistic. With regard to GROs and CSIs, the feeling of crisis seems to be spreading. While 

ground reality reportedly is becoming harsher and threats to livelihoods of rural and urban poor 

are both intensifying and multiplying, few actors are said to have formulated a tested effective 

response.

PEG members explain the situation for the middle class:

What had happened in the Indian case is that middle classes are now being 

appropriated. Overall, they have lost their fervour for justice. And those wanting to have 

these kinds of changes did not have an institutional set up… to have a professional 

satisfaction…. The middle class has lost its connection with ground realities and that is one 

of the major threats. [In consequence] the whole discourse about problems of poor is getting 

sidelined… what comes on the front page are only celebrities.

Formal employment is decreasing and employers themselves are becoming vulnerable, 

leaving labour unions looking for ways out of the catch-22 situation they find themselves in. 

Pushing for better conditions may bankrupt their employers, not doing so may further decrease 

their membership. Government bodies are finding ways to circumvent or deflate once-effective 

strategies, such as marches employed by GROs and CSIs. For example, government officials 

accept a petition and promise “to look into matters”, something which may take months. Other 

steps are also used to effectively stall a process until people back out. The “There Is No 

Alternative” (TINA) syndrome is gaining ground, setting a pessimistic tone in discourses about 

development. 
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Sense-making of a changing context 

The results of the Prayas case confirm the depth, breath, speed and unpredictability of 

changes that are taking place in the environment. They emphasize again the importance of 

effective sense-making strategies to any development actor. All Prayas groups that are 

described display an astute awareness and capacity to discern. While undertaking a study of a 

reform try-out in Orissa, one PEG member identified governance as the upcoming key to reform 

in the power sector. This allowed the group to build up a front-line position well ahead of others. 

Similarly, long before the Aids epidemic hit the Indian continent, the Health Group started 

awareness activities around HIV and Aids. The RELI Group formulated a successful hypothesis 

that knowledge facilitation and support are crucial to create an alternative for e.g. GROs who 

see their strategies becoming obsolete under the changing circumstances. 

Signals can be anything that provides hints of what may come. For example, PEG members 

say that, understanding the psyche2 of politicians helps in designing ways to influence 

processes of governance and policy making. PEG effectively uses one-on-one lobbying 

especially in created informal situations to strengthen their sense of psyches of key actors.  

Each group has its ways to capture signals. PEG actively networks with a wide range of 

strategically positioned persons, among others, in mainstream organisations, CSIs and media 

groups. Whenever needed, they request inputs from experts e.g. through workshops, lectures 

and informal discussions. They also commission or undertake studies of trends which they 

judge as potentially strategic. In this way, hypotheses are being developed systematically and 

proactively, helping PEG to prepare itself for upcoming opportunities and increasing the 

effectiveness of its actions. The RELI Group increasingly is well connected to a wide sweep of 

GROs and CSIs. This is in the field, at Maharasthra level and gradually also nationally, allowing 

the group to pick up current issues. Through observing changes in especially its clinic, the 

Health Group has been able to identify emerging trends in the AIDS epidemic. All groups make 

active use of internet services. Having been active in the sector for a long time helped group 

members to develop essential gut feelings, insights, contacts and a reputation as a credible 

organisation. The latter is crucial to maintain or increase a steady and sustainable stream of 

new signals, as people are more inclined to pass on early warnings or confidential information. 

Friendships also contribute in obtaining important signals at local, state, national and 

international levels. It is noteworthy that the shrewdness and pro-activeness shown by e.g. PEG 

towards mainstream actors is not observed in any of the groups with respect to funding 

2 This is an example of PEG language which contributes to group consolidation. 
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organisations. A sense of some upcoming trends within donor agencies is being picked up 

mainly through friends positioned in a number of them.  

As in MYRADA, in the Prayas groups picking up of signals is often followed by an immediate 

and informal transcription into possible consequences and responses. However, this mainly 

takes place in the core groups. In the more formalised RELI Group, meetings to discuss 

strategic issues are more structured in time, but informal sharing takes place continually, for 

example, at lunch time. Within the relatively small and flat Prayas groups, these processes of 

sharing and digesting are not as elaborate as in MYRADA, and picking up trends and translating 

these into required adjustments are one continuous process. As will be shown in the section on 

Networking, the heart of strategies employed by especially PEG and the RELI Group is the 

organic, but systematic use of loosely coupled networking partners as ‘capturing devices’ to pick 

up signals. This confirms the statement that effective, timely environmental assessment is a part 

of the lifestyles of successful development actors (see chapter 6.3.3: Environmental 

assessment). 

It is important to stress that unpredictability of both trends as well as consequences is 

characteristic to the turbulent and confusing times and conditions reported by interviewees. 

Effectively picking up signals in fluid situations has to be complemented by a capacity to 

formulate strong hypotheses about developments and effects. Rather than waiting for the 

situation to become clearer or more steady, gaps and uncertainties are filled in on the run. This 

is further called for by contradictory actions of, for example, government bodies within one or 

between different areas or levels. This underlines the importance of both an effective reading of 

signals and formulating strong hypotheses about trends and possibly effective responses.  

The following section explores the issues related with processes of changing.  

Value-based Changing 

At the outset, it should be noted that the different Prayas groups are relatively young. 

Therefore, it is not easy to unambiguously demarcate processes of changing, especially those 

of a higher order (second, third). Nevertheless, one thing stands out clearly: with development 

actors like the Prayas groups processes of sense-making, formulating hypotheses and the 
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translation of these into actions are underpinned by values. As with MYRADA3, in Prayas values 

are a thread linking actions of all groups. These values draw on and are further shaped through 

life experiences providing both a defining bond between especially Prayas core members and a 

compass guiding individual actions.  

A PEG member on their life experiences:  

And Girish had sort of been part of that [NBA] sometime. He had gone to the valley and 

seen that struggle. While I was in college at that time, I also had a small group and we 

had also interacted with, contributed a little bit to the movement in Pune. In that sense, 

there was some larger or shared understanding of this kind of social movement. Same is 

the case with Subodh…. That was another factor which helped us to start work together.  

Values guide processes of sense-making of signals and translating these into actions. All 

groups initiated processes to change their context because of value-based drives. However, it is 

less easy to distinguish the guiding values as these are rarely verbalised. Especially in the case 

of PEG, but also in the other groups, core group members are long-time friends and have been 

working together for a number of years. Furthermore, strategic decision-making is concentrated 

in core members only. In consequence, Prayas members do not feel the need to continually 

make these values explicit, directly or, for example, through stories. This could have served as a 

strategy to support on-the-job-training of junior members or to allow for wider sharing of 

strategic decision-making. 

Planning of change

Rather than being planned, changes of a second- and third-order in MYRADA happened in 

an evolving manner: broad ideas are being concretised based on experiences gained by try-

outs of smaller parts. The cases of especially PEG and the RELI Group demonstrate a similar 

process. Specifically, both groups have evolved clear compasses: a conceptual position about 

key features of a sustainable livelihoods approach in the case of the RELI Group, and TAP 

(Transparency, Accountability, Participation) in the case of PEG. Although conceptually clear in 

3 See section 6.1 on Principled change in MYRADA. 
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both cases, the guiding ideas and principles are formulated in relatively vague and abstract 

ways. They are given hands and feet by their application in concrete situations in a process of 

conscious interaction with the environment. Experiences thus gained contribute to a further 

articulation and result in a progressive learning spiral, not of the abstract guiding ideas and 

principles but of their increasingly concrete expression. In this manner, while the group’s 

position is abstract though well defined, there is a consciously created space for flexibility and 

selective permeability as the concrete application requires and invites an interactive dynamic 

with the environment. Permeability is the capacity to actively and selectively interact with the 

external environment, much like a cell which through its membrane transports matter in and out. 

In this study, selective permeability refers to the mechanism used by an NGDO to guide its 

interactions with its environment. It bases the guidance on a solid kernel of own guiding values, 

views and principles. This allows for an organisation to interact intensively without losing itself in 

the interaction process. 

This can be observed most clearly in the youngest Prayas group. The RELI Group started off 

by studying all streams of sustainable livelihoods in its environment to define its own position, 

which again is a blending of own values and life experiences with the niches and gaps identified 

through the study. The RELI model that is emerging after various cycles of ‘trial’ in different 

areas such as Tribal Policy and the Employment Guarantee Scheme reflects this in-built 

interaction with the environment (see Box 9.1)4. After picking up a signal5, the involved RELI 

team studies the existing views and experiences, based on which it develops a note which 

reflects the perceived situation and their own perspectives and vision. This is then sounded out 

with a number of external actors, who are invited to add their own ideas and experiences. The 

RELI team incorporates these into a background note for wider sharing. The next step is to 

organise a workshop with a wider circle of stakeholders using the background note to seek a so-

called Common Minimum Position. By having a first round of comments, dug-in positions tend to 

become more flexible and achieving a shared position becomes more realistic.  

4 See Box 8.2.3.4 for the full example. 
5 In the case of the Employment Guarantee Scheme, it was put forward by GRO leaders during a workshop.  
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Some variations can be seen. The cycle can be repeated a number of times, that is, the 

outcomes of the workshop are used to invite more ideas, at the same or at different levels. For 

example, in the case of the Tribal policy, the RELI-team inserted workshops at grassroots level. 

Also, after a suggestion by GRO leaders, the RELI-facilitated process was partly plugged into a 

nationwide process led by other CSIs. In the end, an enriched product is the result of this 

dynamic of inwards – outwards movements between internal debates, own values and vision 

articulated for that area, and outside contributions of a variety of actors.  

The same statement applies to PEG, where rather than a plan formulated in advance, the 

TAP provides a clear framework that allows for dynamic and interactive, but streamlined choice-

making in turbulent and murky situations. Nevertheless, it should be noted that an instrument 

like TAP cannot be easily replicated by groups less well-gelled than PEG. The constant debate 

about how to apply it in each particular situation has spiralled TAP from an abstract to an 

operational level. This way, by continuously translating shared values into practice, TAP-ping 

contributes to a further gelling of and learning within the group.  

Pick up a signal  

Evolve own position 

= internal learning or 

application  

of values and 

perspectives  

Invite inputs and prepare 

an enriched back ground 

note

= internal learning, some 

external learning Evolve a common 

minimum position 

= joint learning

In this change model, there is an in-built responsiveness in that the content and the exact shape of 

the sub-steps depend on each concrete situation and the inputs received from the temporarily 

formed network. 

Box 9.1: RELI emerging model 
In its simplest form, the RELI model for achieving change can be schematised as follows: 
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In both PEG and the RELI Group, the response to trends is not clear at the start, but evolves 

in an interactive manner, guided by the group’s values and home-grown compasses. Even so, 

with both groups the compasses guiding choice-making are backed up by litmus-tests that 

rationalise monitoring and evaluation and, in the end, learning processes. The RELI Group 

continually applies a dual litmus test of acceptance by GROs and impact. Impact can range 

from increasing openness by government officials, to being requested to provide support to 

other actors. PEG examines whether TAP has been advanced and where it can make the most 

impact on mainstream policy makers and implementers. 

Issues of scale, path and pace of change 

Two aspects complicate an analysis of issues of scale, path and pace of change with respect 

to Prayas. First is the young age of the organisation. It is easier to demarcate and analyse 

continuous changes, especially of the second- and third-order, if these are spread out over a 

period of time. A second aspect is the relative smallness of the groups, hence changes in their 

ways of organising, although relatively easy to introduce, are not clearly perceptible. Rather 

than being accompanied by, for example, a large-scale, visible capacity building effort, they are 

made possible by less clearly delimited and not always visible or clearly related informal 

learning processes. Another consequence is that processes of positioning seem to dominate 

over organising (see section on Choice-making and Changing). This can be observed most 

markedly in PEG. 

In terms of scale, there is one change that can be clearly marked as transformational: PEG’s 

decision to change its focus from green technologies to governance issues. Analysis of this 

change confirms some of the observations made in the MYRADA case. The change was 

preceded and followed by a number of first- and second-order changes, such as undertaking a 

study of a non-conventional subject, receiving longer-term funding allowing PEG to work in a 

more sustained manner, and introducing the lead role model6 which allowed the group to take 

on more work. As shown more comprehensively in Chapter 8, the change of a third-order 

followed and required first- and second-order changes.  

In terms of pace, the statement that “change is never off” (Weick and Quinn 1999: 382) is 

confirmed by the results of the Prayas study. Something is always changing somewhere. 

6 A member assuming a lead role is assigned the responsibility for a task and, while others may step in, will follow it 
through until the end. 
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Changing can vary from area to area, and between or within levels.  For example, systems can 

be introduced organisation-wide or at group level. Nevertheless, perhaps also because of 

Prayas’ youth, its funding portfolio is not well balanced. In consequence, on the surface, 

changing often appears linked to funding. Especially in the RELI Group, physical and tangible 

changes such as an increase in human resources or establishment of a field centre take place 

after funding is received to support that change.  

Regarding the path of change, as Prayas groups are rather autonomous, each follows a 

different path with limited cross-learning between the groups. Within the groups, learning 

interacts with changing, i.e. cross-fertilisation takes place resulting in mutually influencing of 

change paths. In the RELI Group, this happens between teams, in PEG and the Health Group, 

between individual core group members. 

Learning and changing will be further examined in the next section. 

9.2 Issues in Learning and Changing 

One thing that stands out clearly in the study of Prayas is, that similar to MYRADA, there is a 

strong link between changing and learning. As with MYRADA, learning underpins and follows 

change processes in all groups. Also, although less explicitly articulated, various formal and 

informal channels are used for learning, ranging from training courses to on-the-job training or 

learning by doing. As finances are limited, tailor-made formal training opportunities only take 

place for junior or field-level staff. Core group members participate in formal events of other 

institutions and transcribe the information by polishing or interpreting it with their own values or 

principles. In all groups, informal learning, through internal reflection and debate especially of 

core group members, is of more importance for triggering change than formal learning.  

It is important to see that all groups learn fast because of the culture of wanting to make a 

difference, whether at the scale of a patient or at the level of governance of a sector. In all 

groups, because of their values, but perhaps also because of age, there are no strong vested 

interests - values aside - to defend a certain approach. Therefore, lessons learnt are generally 

incorporated without much delay.  

In the case of MYRADA, experiments are turned into motors for change. Applying lessons 

about their failures or successes forms the stepping stone to changes of the first-, second- or 

third-order.  In the case of the Prayas groups, learning from their own actions and their impacts 
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through internal or external reviews has a similar effect. Any activity can create this learning 

effect. It is supplemented by carefully watching other organisations. It is important to note that 

learning especially by PEG and the RELI Group, is articulated although not always transcribed 

into formal knowledge. Any lesson has passed through at least one, but more likely several 

rounds of digestion at one or more team levels in the case of the RELI Group. This articulation 

increases the efficiency and effectiveness of subsequent learning. 

As with MYRADA, third-order change comes along with third-order learning. PEG decided to 

shift its focus from green technologies to governance issues because its perspective was 

changing thanks to an innovative study of the reform process in the Orissa power sector. It then 

learnt to understand governance issues by intensive self-study and consulting experts on, for 

example, legal and judicial matters, thereby significantly broadening its own scope and 

capacities. It is important to note the fast, impact-oriented learning cycle achieved by PEG.  

Experiences gained are judiciously and systematically transformed into articulated action-ready 

criteria or guiding principles for changing. There is an acute awareness of strategic lessons 

learnt, at least in PEG’s core members, which frequently are turned into juicy humorous stories. 

This shared awareness enables a fast response to upcoming trends. Combined with the 

continual articulation of guiding principles this leads to a quickly upwards moving learning spiral, 

allowing the groups to develop or maintain a cutting-edge position. 

One important difference in approach distinguishes Prayas, especially PEG and the RELI 

Group, from MYRADA. While in MYRADA learning is mainly linked to internal networking, 

external networking is pivotal in the models of PEG and the RELI Group. This networking is 

intertwined with a grounded process of learning. In both the RELI Group and in PEG, learning 

not only takes place with the Prayas groups, but also with other stakeholders in an expanding 

movement of inviting contributions and sharing with a wider circle.  

The networking strategy as applied by the RELI Group revolves around creating communities 

of thinking, in which actors from different backgrounds are invited to explore each other’s 

perspectives (section 8.2.3.3; and: Lam 2004). These communities of thinking are value-based. 

Conversely, PEG’s strategy seems more oriented towards stimulating the formation of 

communities of practice to join each other in staving off a common enemy such as Enron. In 

both approaches, learning is pivotal to achieving change. 
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9.3 Choice-making and Changing  

Although the earlier sections point out some similarities and dissimilarities between the 

Prayas groups, it is in the area of choice-making that the diversity is greatest. Some of the 

differences can be explained by the features of the sector in which each group is active. For 

example, the power sector knows few capable CSIs, the influence of the private sector is 

relatively recent but increasing rapidly and there is little space for implementation (section 9.3: 

descriptor of Content of development approach). In the health sector, private agencies have 

played an influential role for a long time and funding flows for activities on HIV/AIDS are 

increasing. In the livelihoods area, there are many experienced actors with well-developed 

positions breathing down each other’s neck. Each of the Prayas groups has made choices that 

are logical in the environment it works in. Nevertheless, the differences also clearly reflect the 

personalities, guiding values and life experiences of the group’s core members. “Punching 

mainstream in the nose” and “Providing quality care to all” guide choice-making in very different 

ways. At a more superficial level, they influence an organisation’s choice regarding, for 

example, its donors. At a deeper level, they shape the organisation’s choices about its approach 

to social change. Underlying these choices is the work area of the organisation. Whether it 

concerns the power, health or livelihoods sector, work area emerges as the choice most 

intimately linked with life experiences and identity.  

Another issue that has to be stressed is that the results of the Prayas case point to the need 

to view choice-making as an ever-dynamic process of balancing. It is the balancing that requires 

attention rather than strains and dilemmas of each choice themselves. Focusing on balancing 

rather than the dilemmas of each choice brings to the attention the process and the dynamics, 

the fluidity and momentariness of choices. This balancing is not necessarily a conscious or 

systematic process. Gut feelings play an important role as they feed into formulating hypotheses 

about future trends and possible responses. However, both the MYRADA and the Prayas cases 

show that mature gut feelings come from being well grounded in the sector and possessing  

thoroughly groomed and well-kept antennas to pick up the multitude of signals from the 

environment, varying from “psyches” to trends in international policy-making. 

As described in section 7.3.1, in this balancing to realise change processes of organising and 

positioning, certain descriptors can be distinguished which reflect ranges or spaces in choice-

making. With regard to positioning, the following descriptors were explored earlier: the 

descriptor of level or where one stands as a development actor; of funding sources; of 
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networking; and possibly the content of the NGDO’s development approach. Regarding 

organising, the descriptors identified were diversity; centralisation; size; and formality. The 

Prayas case pointed to a fourth and fifth descriptor: size and age. 

Interviews also pointed to another possible descriptor of risk taking. The management of 

vulnerability is definitely an area that requires the attention of NGDOs, as they often work in 

areas that are volatile politically and in other respects. Nevertheless, this complicated and 

intricate area could not be explored fully and deserves deeper inquiry in further research7.

Below follow some observations about the various descriptors that emerged from the Prayas 

case.

Descriptor of Level 

The MYRADA case indicated the importance of the level descriptor, especially of the spaces 

of local and global or the micro-macro divide (section 6.4). As with MYRADA, all Prayas groups 

coincide in their desire to contribute to Indian development, whether at the local, state or 

national level. Furthermore, similar to MYRADA there is the feeling of having to prepare for the 

‘coming down’ of global forces.  

The RELI Group explains: 

By that time, we had realised that if we want to counter the appropriation by DFID, we 

cannot counter it by mere deconstruction and critique. So a better way to counter that is to 

create our own discourse. And then try to mainstream it at our level, that is state and 

national level, not at international level. And when the international level would come down, 

by that time, we would be ready to counter it and then gradually, we would gather more 

strength and change the discourse making, the direction of discourse making which is now 

top-down.

Notwithstanding this wish to remain an Indian player, the Prayas groups differ in the choices 

made regarding their strategy. While the Health Group essentially is a local actor, in the 

7 It is necessary to point out the difficulty of researching the issue as it may, paradoxically, increase the 
organisation’s vulnerability if it exposes the means it uses to counter, for example, government oppression.  
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strategies applied by both the RELI Group and even more PEG, a systematic movement 

between levels is the key to their success. Furthermore, the RELI Group has consciously taken 

on the role of two-way knowledge facilitation. On the one hand, they help articulate joint local 

perspectives to be channelled into higher-level arenas. On the other hand, they translate higher-

level discourse for lower-level digestion so as to allow for participation and collective action. 

Overall results point to the complexity of the descriptor and the manifold of dimensions involved 

in choice-making in this area.8 For example, a development organisation may be lured to 

become more active at the international level because of donor support, which changes the 

organisation’s identity as a development actor.  

Descriptor of Sources of Financing 

With regard to the second positioning descriptor, the case results show the various difficulties 

of financing activities with own means only, e.g. the relatively small scale possible, or the 

problems to develop a longer-term perspective. This again underscores the importance of 

having a balanced portfolio. However, the results show that this is more complicated if the 

organisation is not formalised, relatively young or small.  

Descriptor of Networking 

Similar to MYRADA, the Prayas case shows how the groups are moving towards increased 

internal and external networking. PEG especially, but the RELI Group as well has made 

networking into a core strategy. This happened in the case of PEG, among others, to 

compensate for their small size or in the case of the RELI Group to operate effectively in a 

sector ridden with strongly opiniated actors. A conscious combination of reactive (openness for 

requests) and proactive networking is being used, not only to advance their causes and to 

increase outreach, but also to prepare the ground (and relationships) for future actions. In this, 

timeliness plays an important role, and the network is being read and prepared continually and 

skilfully.   

There are certain aspects that characterise especially PEG’s approach to balancing its 

networking. The most striking aspect is its basis for networking: an autonomous position, guided 

8 For the MYRADA case: see section 7.2.3 
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by tested values and streamlined compasses. Similarly, all Prayas groups have evolved a solid 

kernel of own guiding values, views and principles from which they network. This allows for a 

selective permeability without losing themselves in the networking process. Another aspect that 

deserves attention is that networking takes place with conventional and unconventional actors 

as a process of moving within and between different levels.  

Some tentative observations can be made about the interlinkages of the descriptors. For 

PEG the networking descriptor is linked with the ones of level and funding sources. That is, as 

PEG became better known, more high-level networking and well-paid international consultancy 

opportunities became available. The networking descriptor is also linked with the descriptor of 

size (see Organising descriptors): despite its miniscule size, PEG was able to widen its outreach 

by delegating the task to provide inputs on upcoming trends and policies. 

Descriptor of Content of the NGDO’s development approach  

With regard to the Content descriptor of an NGDO’s development approach, the MYRADA 

case suggested policy advocacy and implementation as two relevant poles. However, the 

Prayas study shows the need for further detailed inquiry as several of their strategies do not fall 

within this bipolar range, such as working with media. They furthermore employ innovative 

versions of more conventional strategies such as capacity building of non-conventional actors, 

or analysis-based advocacy. The variety of approaches that are employed reflect the widening 

range of tools by development actors such as Prayas to effectively influence their increasingly 

complex environment. The study of the different Prayas groups shows how the sector in which 

the group is active is a major factor that defines the limits for choice-making about the 

organisation’s development approach. E.g. unlike in the health sector, within the power sector 

the possibilities for implementation are quite limited.  

The Prayas case study results hint at some interlinkages between descriptors. E.g. for the 

first period of its existence, its youth limited the possibilities of the RELI Group to directly 

undertake policy advocacy. With its portfolio of funding sources, the Health Group finds it easier 

to finance health care activities than to sustain a policy advocacy campaign. PEG could not 

have taken up the issue of governance of the power sector with the same impact had they not 

received external financing. 

The next paragraphs elaborate on the organising descriptors.  
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Descriptor of Diversity

The Prayas case suggests a strong link between the descriptors of diversity and 

centralisation. Hence, these are explained together in the next section. 

Descriptor of Centralisation 

The case results show the need for balancing centralising or homogenising and 

decentralising or diversifying forces. The Health Group invested in creating clear homogenised 

protocols for hospital staff and counsellors before the latter were located in the different 

hospitals. RELI Group members jointly elaborate Activity concept notes to create a common 

understanding of activities, so staff scattered over a wide area act from a common framework. 

PEG has a strong, clear compass in the form of a unifying action framework, and a well-gelled, 

experienced team with a strong organisational culture. These allow individual members to work 

in widely divergent areas and at different levels while maintaining a clear focus. 

Descriptor of Size 

As with MYRADA, there is a reluctance to grow without limits as this would entail increasing 

strains of, for example, (financial) sustenance. Each organisation strives to find a size that fits 

the resources and circumstances. All Prayas groups have tried to find creative ways to extend 

influence while not growing beyond control. For example, PEG has chosen to remain small 

because of the difficulties of obtaining human resources and managing vulnerability. 

Nevertheless, by achieving scale of outreach, PEG reduced the risks linked with being small, 

e.g. being insignificant. This has helped PEG to combine the advantages of smallness (e.g. 

agility) with those of physically bigger organisations. The fact that PEG has been effective at a 

wide scale despite its small size has enhanced its reputation and negotiation position. 

Descriptor of Formality 

Although all groups have a varying mix of formal and informal aspects, formal systems seem 

to be used to create a framework that facilitates informal processes of learning and 
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communication. It is striking to see the prominent place in all groups of informal processes of 

communication and especially learning. While this may be complemented by formal learning 

channels, to the extent possible, informal learning approaches and in consequence, tacit 

knowledge occupies the main stage. To differing degrees, the knowledge obtained in doing is 

transcribed into more formalised types of knowledge. Nevertheless, this applies mainly to the 

context of activities, and only to a lesser degree to the approach or model evolved by the 

different groups.  

Descriptor of Age 

As hinted at in previous sections, age influences a great number of descriptors both of 

positioning and organising, although not in a one-dimensional way. For example, in the RELI 

Group’s approach, this descriptor is combined with the centralisation and the formality 

descriptors. It is also linked to the funding sources descriptor, as young organisations are less 

likely to have a balanced resources portfolio. 

The next section looks into overarching issues based on the two case studies. 

9.4 Case-overarching notions 

The two case studies dealt with organisations working on different issues in diverse contexts. 

This section brings the over-arching notions together and takes forward the evolving thinking 

about the broad issues laid out in Chapter 7 related to Sense-making, Changing, Learning and 

Choice-making. Observations and statements refer to the case material. When findings from 

literature are used to further refine the study results, this will indicated.  

Sense-making in a turbulent context 

Figure 7.3.3b showed the couplings of processes of sense-making (selection and 

interpretation) and changing. The representation in the figure needs further refinement as the 

case material show that there are less visible issues hidden in the couplings. This section 

highlights four such issues. The first is the active nature of sense-making. Signals are not simply 
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selected and interpreted, but can, for example, be actively created. The cases show the pro-

active intervention at, for example, the level of flow of events in order to amplify or clarify 

signals. An example is the strategy applied by PEG to encourage other actors to act on 

upcoming events or policies. This underscores the blurred separation of environment and 

organisation as pointed out by Weick (2001). 

Actively influencing sense-making not only refers to internal processes - as blurred as 

internal may be - but also to influencing the sense-making processes of stakeholders which is a 

core element in the intervention approaches of NGDOs. This calls for a distinct way of 

perceiving their sense-making processes. It is a second and related issue that deserves 

highlighting, as it indicates that the communicating vessels of organising and positioning are 

actively coupled. The cases show various examples of influencing sense-making processes of 

stakeholders. They invest, for example, considerable efforts in expanding perceptions of a 

variety of actors through capacity building. They actively create or strengthen spaces that 

intensify interactions such as platforms or coalitions. Or they work to enlarge spaces and 

interest for signals, e.g. by pushing Public Interest on the agenda of policy makers, or by 

enriching the agendas of grassroots organisations.  They not only actively intervene in all 

components or emphases9 of sense-making processes, but also influence the involvement of 

actors. By bringing out multiple voices, e.g. by actively inviting contributions, the organisations 

widen the range of inputs for sense-making. Sense-making in turbulent contexts as “a process 

of creation and re-creation of shared meanings” (Weick 1979. In: Boonstra 2004a: 13) is central 

to processes of organising as well as positioning of development organisations.  

One step of sense-making processes needs further highlighting as this is linked to a third 

issue. Weick (2001) calls interpretation the process of developing models for understanding the 

flow of events, bringing out meaning, and assembling conceptual schemes (7.3.2). Rather than 

interpreting, here this process is referred to as hypothesizing as it emphasises its future-

oriented nature and the creative construction of schemes of what the organisation should do out 

of unfamiliar or uncertain signals. In practice, hypothesizing is the projection of past learnings to 

upcoming and unknown situations in which a portion of creativity is important. Creativity is 

described by Bruner (1983. In: Weick 2001: 110) as “figuring out how to use what you already 

know in order to go beyond what you currently think.” In turbulent situations, development 

organisations that wish to remain successful, need to have not only effective and efficient ways 

9 I.e. enactment. selection, interpretation, retention and remembering 
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of picking up signals, but also a strong capacity to formulate astute, creative and timely 

hypotheses that can guide future action. 

While the above three issues apply to the organisations in general, the fourth issue concerns 

the differences between organisations that can be observed. The picking up of signals and their 

transcription into action-guiding hypotheses takes place in a specific context. In consequence, 

discrepancies can be observed between organisations working in different contexts. However, 

differences in signals picked up are factored by the values that underpin an organisation as 

much as by the context. Not only do factors like history of the sector, characteristics and 

positioning of the actors involved, and the receptivity of the environment influence sense-

making, but also the driving principles of the organisation. This is clearly shown by the diverse 

approaches of the different Prayas groups. 

Changing, organising and positioning 

This section builds upon the insights of sections 7.3.1 and 7.3.3.  The cases confirm that 

“change is never off” and intimate the usefulness of an intervention theory based on continuous 

changing in which “organising, changing and learning are seen as interactive processes in 

which people construct their relationships, activities and meanings” (Boonstra 2004b: 451).  

The cases further show that it is useful to separate changing into the communicating vessels 

of organising10 and positioning11. Using these two terms not only allows for a more detailed 

understanding of changing and related processes of choice-making in organisations which 

actively search to influence the context they are working in. They also provide inputs for an 

organisation itself to look towards future situations which impact both on their organising as well 

as their social change goals. This will be further explored in section 9.6. 

Adding mode of changing (first, second- and third-order) as another dimension to the cocktail 

of organising and positioning provides further depth to an analysis of change processes. This 

combination of modes with the change dimensions of organising and positioning suggests an 

enrichment of theories of change by deepening the analysis of the interplay between context, 

process and content of responding in a changing environment.  

10 This is delimited in 7.2.3 as “processes of changing within an organisation”. 
11 This is delimited in 7.2.3 as “processes of changing towards achieving the organisation’s developmental goal” 
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It is imperative to highlight the role of values and an organisational vision in NGDOs. Values 

and an organisational vision, expressed in abstract terms, but honed by experience and 

continually shared, can fuel, guide and correct a dynamic of evolving changing during which 

grand ideas or abstract values are gradually articulated, continually adjusted and refined by their 

application in concrete situations. Smillie and Hailey (2001: 111) state that in a highly volatile 

environment where, for example, “with a stroke of a pen, governments can take away the 

financial basis for their existence”, successful formal strategies of NGDOs “are likely to be the 

broad institutional ones that serve to keep the organisation as a whole on course”. The study 

results point to another characteristic that is at least as important: the interactive nature of such 

a process. Interactive processes of sense-making, internal as well as external - and more often 

than not both -, act as a motor to changing. Hence, while the broad sweep of ideas may be 

clear, the articulation and concretisation happens in interaction. This interactive changing-on-

the-run contrasts sharply with the insistence by, for example, donor agencies on pre-arranged 

planned changing.  

Learning and Changing

In Chapter 7 the relationship between changing and learning and some of the aspects that 

emerged from the case material was pointed out. The first insight emerging from reflection on 

the different cases, is the fact that learning is not God-given, but a hard-won trait. This is also 

clear in the study by Smillie and Hailey (2001). Successful organisations not only invest 

considerable amounts of resources12, but are also willing to take a tangible degree of risk to 

allow for learning to happen and to encourage a learning climate. Innovation and in 

consequence, risk taking is part and parcel of their development approach. 

The major drive to invest and take risks is a desire to improve, to remain at the cutting edge, 

to provide the best services, and so on. Hence, a second issue is the incessant, intimate and 

active linking of learning with changing, which involves both organising and positioning. Smillie 

and Hailey (2001: 89) state that “the hallmark of a successful NGO is a constant process of 

refining, fixing, and improving”. The results of the present study show that trials created to learn 

can take a range of forms, varying from an experimental training to sounding out their views with 

a small group. However, besides this experimental and incremental learning, the organisations 

12 According to Smillie and Hailey (2001), BRAC, a large Bangladeshi NGDO, invests 7% of the total salary budget 
in staff development.   
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also can make major conceptual leaps. PEG at one point decided to zoom in on regulatory 

processes; MYRADA is making local economies their main focus. They then work their way 

backwards by learning step-wise how to give a vision hands and feet in concrete situations. It 

should be noted that the organisations further tighten the learning-changing spiral by applying 

organisation-wide compasses in which values are given an action-guiding form. These 

compasses can be either conceptual, like TAP, or empirical such as acceptance by grassroots 

organisations. They increase efficiency of learning and changing as they help the organisation 

to swiftly shed or adjust unpromising initiatives. The learning-changing spiral is further 

streamlined if an organisation invests in articulating lessons into action-guiding criteria of a more 

general nature. To do this, an organisation should have not only the analytical capacity to reflect 

on past experiences, but also the capacity to translate these into grounded future-oriented 

guidelines. It is this mixture of drive, compasses and analytical and grounded visionary 

capacities that allows an organisation to make incremental changes as well as conceptual 

leaps. In the Health Group, the one case organisation which does not systematically use this 

mixture, the spiralling of changing and learning is slower. Thus, learning accompanies all 

processes of changing of first-, second- and third-order. Nevertheless, while results suggest 

some parallel relationship – first-order learning goes along with first-order change, third-order 

changing needs third-order learning – the body of data is too shallow to draw firm conclusions.  

Smillie and Hailey (2001) state that informal learning processes require the support of more 

formal, structured efforts if learning is to be genuinely embedded at an organisational level. The 

learning processes in the organisations studied show an intensive intertwining of formal and 

informal learning. Hence, a third point that needs highlighting relates to the chemistry created by 

mixing formal and informal channels, spaces or knowledge. It is this chemistry which contributes 

to an effective learning process. The organisations actively identify, articulate and disseminate 

tacit knowledge. Results of pilots are sought after and discussed extensively at one or more 

organisational levels. Various channels are used, often in combination. The organisations 

furthermore bring together individual and collective formal and tacit knowledge. In this regard, 

the organisations studied appear to tend towards a J-form organisation if it has the required 

size, or an operating adhocracy if it is too small for the J-form.13

13 In the J-form organisation, organic, non-hierarchical teams are combined with a formal hierarchical managerial 
structure. Learning occurs through interaction and by creating joint learning-by-doing experiences. An operating 
adhocracy is a highly organic form with a low degree of standardization of knowledge and work, and with a strong 
capacity to generate tacit knowledge (Lam 2004). See further section 7.3.4 on Learning, organisational and societal 
embedding.  
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The case material suggests that the organisations go beyond this first-level chemistry. On 

the one hand, they encourage the spreading of their traits to organisations with which they 

share boundaries. For example, the RELI Group creates spaces for intensive interaction, 

learning and knowledge diffusion by forming inter-organisational platforms similar to the cross-

functional project team in a J-form organisation. Knowledge gained is disseminated as 

participants return to their formal positions. On the other hand, the organisations produce 

embrained or encoded knowledge types in order to enhance communication or rapport with, for 

example, professional or machine bureaucracies. Examples are the sophisticated techno-

economic analyses produced by PEG which open doors of, among others, governmental 

bodies, or MYRADA’s well-developed financial systems which are studied by Income Tax staff. 

Hence, in terms of products or process, the organisations show a flexibility that allows them to 

interact in different contexts with a range of actors.  

This capacity to move among a variety of actors is also reflected by the fourth and related 

issue of active interlacing of levels. The organisations diligently move between levels and actors 

to tighten the learning-changing spiral, not only of their own organisation, but also of the web of 

actors within which it works. Local innovations are not left to diffuse by themselves, but are 

actively used as inputs for upward interactions with a range of actors, for example, by inviting 

state-level bank staff to visit a project site. A downward movement can be identified when 

national or international policies are relabelled or transcribed for a local public.  

In this regard, a fifth point that deserves highlighting is the inside-outside movement of the 

learning dynamic coupled with changing. The organisations show an intentionally and 

selectively shaped permeability and accessibility between actors and levels. Organisations not 

only learn from external actors, but also actively contribute to learning of other actors in order to 

change more effectively. The movements furthermore reflect a pattern of freeze-rebalance-

unfreeze-freeze14 (Weick and Quinn 1999). For example, by writing background notes, an 

organisation helps to make patterns visible (inside-freeze); providing a platform to discuss these 

encourages reinterpreting or re-labelling of events or trends (outside-rebalance); each actor 

thereafter brings this re-interpretation to its own practice (unfreeze). 

14 see section 7.3.1 on Changing 
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Choice-making and Changing 

Besides sense-making and learning, a third area that emerged from the cases as important 

in changing is choice-making. Both cases underscore the clear necessity to take into account 

the driving values of a development organisation since these underpin both the organisation-

wide vision that guides it, as well as choice-making related to organising and positioning. To 

understand the relationships between choice-making and changing, there are a number of other 

factors that also need to be taken into account. Examples are an organisation’s perception of 

niche, and characteristics of the context in which an organisation is active, i.e. the history of 

networking and the organisational and sectoral embedding of learning15 .

From the empirical material emerges a differentiation in choices, some of which seem more 

intimately related to life experiences and identity than others. An example of such a choice is 

the work area. Although too few data are available to draw definitive conclusions, there are 

suggestions of a hierarchy of choices based on the mode of choice-making with third-order 

choices the closest linked with an organisation’s identity. The greater the distance from the 

organisation’s identity, the more contextual factors seem to influence choice-making. For 

example, in the case of the organisation’s work area, the vision that sprouts from the chosen 

work area about how to bring about change in the sector is determined by its values and 

characteristics of the sector such as actors working in the sector. In its turn, the vision is 

concretised by choices regarding, for example, the organisation’s networking strategy. Although 

the organisation’s values do play a role, choices regarding networking are more determined by 

contextual factors, such as the specific actors in the sector, their characteristics and their 

actions. Other contextual factors emerging from the data relate to funding flows, development 

approaches of other actors that can offer lessons and niches, and the framework created by the 

government (e.g. judicial framework and policies in the case of the power sector, and guidelines 

and protocols in the case of health and HIV/AIDS). 

Changing implies continually making implicit or explicit choices. The cases demonstrate that 

the various choices form one interlinked universe, as do the change processes from which they 

emerge. Nevertheless, a perceptual representation emerged from the study data that 

schematises this choice-making universe. It is formed by a number of descriptors of organising 

and positioning, each of which represents a space or domain which are all interconnected. This 

will be further dealt with in the next section.  

15 see section 7.3.4 on Learning, organisational and societal embedding  
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9.5 Understanding Choice-making and Changing 

Origin of the choice-making model 

Several factors have contributed to the formulation and development of the choice-making 

model.  Among these factors is the need identified during an organisation study of MYRADA 

(2001) to find ways to decentralise strategic decision-making. The representation of key aspects 

of choice-making in a dynamic model helps to make a complex process more explicit and 

transparent, and expands the means to share tacit knowledge present within an organisation. 

Another important factor that was conducive to the development of the model was the 

researcher’s interest in understanding the complexity and dynamism that characterise working 

in development processes, and finding ways to represent its fluidity.  

Descriptors of organising and positioning 

From the empirical material, a number of descriptors were identified that represent eight 

important choices with regard to organising and positioning that an organisation apparently has 

to face. With regard to positioning, these are the descriptors of level, funding sources, and 

networking. Although the data point to a fourth possible descriptor of content of an NGDO’s 

development approach, and some results are presented in the following sections, a realistic 

schematisation requires more detailed study and broad-based data. As regards organising, the 

descriptors are of centralisation, diversity, size, formality, and age. Table 9.5.1 presents the 

descriptors of organising and positioning. It should be stressed that despite the fact that the 

used terms do not necessarily reflect or cover the complexity of the choice in question, they are 

used here for convenience’s sake.  

Apart from the mentioned descriptors, there may be others of relevance to a specific 

organisation, like private-public (in public-private partnerships), conjunctural-structural (following 

fashions or sticking to the same ‘products’), or feminine - masculine (dominance of, for example, 

creativity and caring principles or competitiveness and assertiveness) (Hofstede and Hofstede 

2004). In individual cases, some of these other descriptors may be more important than one or 

more of the eight descriptors presented here. However, generally these eight descriptors are 

seen to influence the core characteristics of any NGDO, that is their identity, legitimacy, 

effectiveness, and sustainability. 
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Table 9.5.1: descriptors of organising and positioning

Descriptors of Positioning Descriptors of Organising 

Level

Where the organisation focuses its efforts for 

change, i.e. local, national, regional, international. 

Relates to but does not coincide with allegiance.  

Centralisation

The degree to which authority and responsibility 

are spread down- and outwards within an 

organisation 

Sources of financing

Where an organisation obtains its funds 

Diversity

The degree of variation among an organisation’s 

staff members, programme areas, systems, 

development approaches, etc. 

Networking

The degree to which the organisation works 

together with other actors in areas of agreed 

interest

Size 

The organisation’s scale, particularly in terms of 

staff and budget 

(Content of development approach)

The activities undertaken by the organisation to 

achieve its mission and organisational goals 

Formality

The degree to which organisational processes are 

captured in explicit systems and procedures 

Age

The chronological and emotional age of the 

organisation  

Discussions with case organisations during workshops on the study results, including a draft 

representation of descriptors, brought the need for further reflection on their representation. One 

important observation concerns the initial perception of each descriptor as an axis between two 

poles, which can help to underline the internal tensions or dilemmas. However, it pushes 

thinking towards polar extremes, or either-or locations, such as formal versus informal or 

diverse versus homogeneous. This may trap an organisation into thinking in exclusive choices. 

Real-life complex choice-making shows that a descriptor can also be represented in more 

dimensions. Figure 9.5.1 gives an example of Sources of financing as a multi-dimensional 

descriptor represented as a butterfly. Its dimensions are formed by fees for consultancy 

services, sale of publications, and resources generated by renting out premises on the one 

hand (right wing – internal sources), and on the other hand, by foreign and national funding (left 
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wing – external sources). The descriptor of Content of development approach could be 

represented as a star with arms representing research, marketing, implementation, credit, 

advocacy, and training. 

Figure 9.5.1: example of sources of financing as a multi-dimensional descriptor 

government
funding

World Bank funding

CIDA funding

sale
publications

renting office

consultancies

Fu
nd

in
g

These are just examples of how multi-dimensionality of descriptors can be represented. 

There may be other ways with a closer fit to the interests of an individual organisation, or 

stimulating to its thinking. For example, the content of development approach can also be 

perceived as a cone with different layers, i.e. the layer of doing (business, research, rural 

development, etc.), of reflection (analysis, hypothesis, testing etc.), and of speaking out 

(advocacy, media etc.).16

This multi-dimensionality of a descriptor can be expressed by the fundamental form which 

shows all its potential dimensions17. Of course, this fundamental form can change over time, 

gradually or in a transformational manner, like when NGDOs first took up credit. Choosing a 

16 Michael Loevinsohn, pers. com, 26 June, 2006. 
17 This is derived from the ecological concepts of ‘fundamental niche’ which is used to indicate the potential niche 
which an organism can occupy, and ‘realized niche’ which is the real niche formed when the fundamental niche is 
being curtailed by competitors and predators (See: Pianka 1976) 
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location could then be seen as changing the ‘fundamental’ form into a realized one by 

emphasizing one or more dimensions within the shape, and neglecting others. This can be 

illustrated by the following example. The fundamental form for the development content 

descriptor may have seven dimensions, that is: implementation, policy advocacy, research, 

training, working with media, credit, and marketing. The realized form for an organisation that 

focuses on implementation and policy advocacy could be egg-shaped or circle-like, while it 

could be triangular for an organisation that combines training, policy advocacy and research. 

For now, the idea of a realized form is not taken further as it may restrict thinking to the existing 

dimensions. The preference is to present a choice as a location within the shape of a descriptor 

which is represented by its fundamental form. The display of a temporarily chosen location 

together with all the potential dimensions of a descriptor is thought to encourage reflection about 

the present, as well as thinking in potential other choices. 

As mentioned earlier, any choice brings along trade-offs or dilemmas. In consequence, 

choosing a location in a descriptor concerns the weighing of gains and risks. While this weighing 

already can be wearisome, the process of choice-making is further complicated by the fact that 

descriptors and thus choices and their trade-offs are interlinked. This will be discussed in the 

next section. 

Although in the following, the descriptors occasionally may be presented as if they were 

bipolar in order to highlight other aspects, their multi-dimensionality should be borne in mind.  

Linkages between descriptors 

In the previous section, the descriptors of organising and positioning have been separated 

for reasons of study and analysis. Yet, it is clear from the cases that choosing a location in one 

descriptor influences choices or locations in other spaces, in positive as well as negative ways 

(opening up opportunities or closing certain possibilities). This also works the other way around: 

the increase in tensions in one or more descriptors that occur, may influence the choice for a 

location in a space. For example, growing bigger may increase an organisation’s outreach, but it 

also brings along the need to find funding for more staff and infrastructure. Or, the need to find 

more funding may limit an organisation’s interest in growth.  
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Figure 9.5.2:  examples of interrelationships between descriptors 

Figure 9.5.2 presents some examples of interrelationships between descriptors that have 

emerged from the empirical material. They are further explained in Table 9.5.1. The 

interrelationships indicated in the table were suggested in one or more (group) interviews. 

Although no contradictory views to the statements presented were identified, they do not 

necessarily represent a consensus view. Some apparently important linkages, for example, 

between the descriptors of level and of content of development approach, were not put forward 

in any of the interviews. 

Note that the indicated interrelations are simplifications. In reality, the relationships can be 

like one ball at the pool table hitting five other balls in different directions with different speeds, 

some of which in their turn may move other balls. For example, the decision to decentralise 

influences locations on the descriptors of networking, formality, size, and so on. Furthermore, 

while each choice links up with a number of other choices, the ties can be strong or loose, direct 

or indirect (compare with the pool table balls), depending on the particular circumstances and 
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Table 9.5.2: examples of interrelationships between descriptors emerging from the cases  
         (see corresponding numbers in figure 9.5.2).  

1 Only with external financing is it possible to sustain operation at a large scale 

2 A big organisation requires decentralisation 

3 a/ A big organisation requires a higher level of formalisation and systems  

b/ A big organisation requires a careful balancing of informal and formal (learning) processes 

4 External financing requires more formalised work in terms of e.g. communication, planning and 

evaluation/PME  

5 Decentralisation requires more formalisation for it to be successful  

6 Networking requires more decentralisation; decentralisation leads to increased internal and 

external networking  

7 Small organisations can use networking to increase accountability, or to keep on the right track  

8 a/ Organisations intervene at the international level (also) to obtain funds e.g. sending staff as a 

way to compensate for modest salary or international consultancies to obtain non-budgeted funds 

b/ the funding source influences an organisation’s choice of balancing supply- and demand-based 

constituencies 

9 An organisation focused on implementation needs more staff to achieve scale than an organisation 

focused on policy advocacy, especially when the organisation is young and it has yet to evolve 

capacities, e.g. of communities 

10 An organisation that undertakes policy research or advocacy, or maintains a critical stand against 

mainstream powers needs more formalised systems to reduce its vulnerability to harassment  

11 a/ Policy advocacy requires networking, contrary to Implementation. The same applies to policy 

research if the organisation wants its research to be used  

b/ If the context is not conducive to networking, an organisation can choose to focus on 

implementation in order to achieve change 

12 a/ external (often foreign) funding often comes with the requirement or pressure to form platforms 

with other partner-organisations funded by the same donor. Conferences are organised for partner-

organisations to share experiences. Hence, external funding often entails an increase in networking

b/ In its turn, networking can lead to new or increased external funding 

c/ Foreign funding comes often with invitations to international workshops and thus increases 

international contacts.  

d/ With (longer-term) external financing, the organisation does not have the continual headache to 

raise funds. In consequence, it can think of engaging in strategic alliances  

13 A young organisation needs to invest efforts in creating centralising forces  

14 An organisation needs to be of a certain age in order to be able to network. This is related to the 

time needed to create experiential and knowledge bases, a degree of credibility and standing, and 

a range of contacts 

15 A young organisation has more problems to balance its donor portfolio 
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moment. In consequence, choice-making can be represented by fluid sets of locations, 

comparable to images of a slide-show flowing from one into the next. These sets are created in 

an ever-dynamic process of searching for a combination of coupled locations and a resulting 

mixture of tensions or dilemmas that the organisation considers manageable, or least harmful.   

How the suggested hierarchy of modes of choice-making exactly relates to the descriptors of 

organising and positioning is not very clear. Although too few data are available to provide a 

complete picture, table 9.5.3 puts forward an example of how they can be associated. 

Table 9.5.3:  possible association of modes of choice-making and descriptors of 
organising and positioning

      Modes of choice-  

                     making  

Descriptors 

First-order choices Second-order 

choices 

Third-order choices 

Organising
Centralisation 

Diversity 

Formality

Size 

Age

-

-

Formal knowledge to beat 

opponents 

-

-

Organisational 

Values

Positioning
Level

Funding sources 

Networking

State, national and 

international 

-

Actors depending on situation 

Change vision: 

governance 

Scope of work: power 

sector 

Increasing influence of identity     

Decreasing influence of context    

It should be noted, that there does not exist one unique best choice, neither for an individual 

descriptor, nor for a set of locations. Each location and set of locations has its rationale, 

inspiration and roots, from values, contexts, experiences, aims, and organisational 

characteristics. This can be explained as follows. Signals picked up about environmental 

changes or trends are transcribed into action-guiding hypotheses.  These hypotheses, 

conscious or unconscious, shared or not, interact with the framework for choice-making and 
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changing, represented in figure 7.3.418.  For first-order changing, the hypotheses move within 

the existing ‘images of reality’, while for second-order changing, these are modified by the 

hypotheses. For third-order changing, the hypotheses not only alter the images of reality but 

furthermore touch upon the identity of the organisation. Hypotheses of organisations that work 

under conditions of turbulence are constantly changing. An organisation seeks to find a set of 

locations, which is perceived as fitting the hypotheses of that moment, and brings along an 

assortment of trade-offs that least disturbs the organisation. Since all elements – hypotheses, 

locations, and trade-offs – change over time, the correctness of any combination is also 

transient. In addition, there is an element of uncertainty (trade-offs and linkages can be 

ambiguous or incoherent) and of variation in perception and hypothesizing.  

Use of the choice-making model 

Explicit formulation of the choice-making descriptors should be helpful in understanding the 

fit with a moment, and future situations. It has to be stressed, however, that it is the fluidity and 

dynamism that forms the strength of the model. As such, it is imperative to understand the 

contribution of this evolving model as a way to strengthen an organisation’s eye for the 

complexity and dynamism of sense-making (including hypothesizing), choice-making and 

changing rather than as yet another toolbox for planning. The model can help an organisation to 

continually reflect on crucial inter-linkages and ask focused questions, such as “If we start 

networking at a global level, how will that influence our funding portfolio”? Or “If we want to 

remain a local organisation, should we rethink our networking strategies”?  

It is the thinking in multi-dimensionality - of individual descriptors and of the choice-making 

set - which encourages an organisation to identify creative answers to complex questions. An 

example is the way PEG sought to overcome the limitations of its physical smallness: by 

‘growing big’ via other descriptors, i.e. by canny networking strategies. At the same time, it is the 

awareness of the fluidity of the set of hypotheses, and in consequence, that of the choice-

making set, that keeps an organisation alert. 

Roughly, there are three steps for an organisation to develop handles to enhance its 

understanding of choice-making. Firstly, it should identify the descriptors that apply to its 

particular situation. Are all eight descriptors applicable to its situation? Are there others that 

need studying? Which are more important? Secondly, it needs to identify the dimensions of 

18 see section 7.3.4: Learning and changing 
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each descriptor that are relevant for its unique combination of hypotheses. And lastly, the 

organisation needs to reflect on the direct and indirect linkages between different descriptors.  

Examples of balancing risks in choice-making 

To facilitate choice-making, the risks are listed that have emerged from the empirical 

material. Also, some examples are given of experiences and discoveries in how organisations 

undertake the balancing of risks. Thus, the potential trade-offs that can be expected in extreme 

locations of each descriptor, are made more palpable.  

Balancing the descriptor of level 

How, or to what extent remain a local, field-rooted or Indian organisation while achieving a 

wider impact is an important question with which the NGDOs wrestle. It touches upon crucial 

elements such as the organisation’s identity and strategy. This is complicated by linkages of the 

descriptor of level to others such as the descriptor of sources of funding. Organisations are 

forced to ask themselves questions like: “Should we work more at a global level since the 

funding for local initiatives is shrinking?” Crucial risks in extreme locations of the descriptor are 

insignificance or a too narrow focus in an extreme Local position, and disconnectedness from, 

for example, its beneficiary constituencies in an extreme Global position. 

The question “How, or to what extent remain a local, field-rooted organisation?” is further 

split up into different sub-questions. Examples are: which organisational aspect should remain 

local?, who should have a global perspective?, how can the organisation maintain its unity with 

both a local and a global perspective? Various organisations have found innovative ways to 

achieve a satisfying balance. For example, MYRADA pro-actively feeds information or 

experiences to organisations strategically positioned at higher levels – such as a policy-setting 

national bank – to leverage change at higher levels. The RELI Group has turned this delicate 

balancing into its strength by explicitly assuming the role of a two-way filter, articulating, 

transcribing, voicing information and positions. For this, it actively moves between levels in 

order to achieve its social change goal. For those organisations that work at or move between 

different levels, it has to be observed that identity and strategy not necessarily coincide. PEG 

decided to remain an Indian organisation, yet moves aptly between a range of levels. The 
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decision to remain a field-rooted or Indian organisation functions as part of its compass, guiding 

the organisation in its choice-making when it acts at other levels. 

Balancing the descriptor of formality 

Formality can apply to many different aspects, and thus links with a number of descriptors 

such as those of networking or centralisation. Critical risks in extreme locations of the descriptor 

are stifling of ideas and bureaucratisation in an extreme Formal position, and loss of information 

in an extreme Informal position. 

It has to be noted that the organisations studied show a complex mixture of different degrees 

of formality for different aspects in order to achieve a comfortable balance. An example is the 

formalisation of organisation-wide systems coupled with informal learning and communication. 

Formalisation by strengthening systems is applied to make decentralisation successful and to 

support the effective functioning of young organisations. Smillie and Hailey (2001) suggest that 

formal systems can create a firm foundation in which informal processes can flourish. They 

further state, that in certain cases, formal systems are needed to impose organisation-wide aims 

which do not come easily or naturally, like a gender policy. Although formal learning is combined 

with informal learning, formalisation of tacit knowledge and sharing of knowledge made explicit 

happen to varying degrees. Organisations that do make tacit knowledge explicit support their 

own learning spiral, and those sharing knowledge also significantly increase their outreach.  

Balancing the descriptor of centralisation  

There are many questions related to the descriptor of centralisation that the organisations 

wrestle with: at what point in time to decentralise?, what to decentralise?, how much to 

centralise?. The answers to these questions are different for different ages, as issues like 

homogeneity are also age-dependent. It is important to note that the organisations that function 

effectively in decentralised ways complement this with strong centralising forces at the deeper 

level of mission statement, values, language and culture. All these need time to mature and take 

root in an organisation. These organisations also support balanced decentralisation with 

centralised systems and ways to bring information and communication together, so information 

or knowledge generated at a decentralised level does not remain there, but is continually 

brought to central points of analysis and reflection. Important risks in extreme locations of the 
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descriptor are top-heaviness and unresponsiveness in an extreme Centralised position, and 

losing common perspective in an extreme Decentralised position. 

Balancing the descriptor of diversity 

How much and at what point, when? Again there are a range of questions related to this 

descriptor. Critical risks in extreme locations of the descriptor are falling apart in an extreme 

Diverse position, and cutting off divergent initiatives in an extreme Homogenised position. The 

descriptor is shown to be linked with a number of other descriptors e.g. age, and centralisation, 

for example, by making teams which are internally homogeneous but diverse in their responses. 

This allows organisations to be responsive to local differences. However, if not well managed, 

diversity can create confusion, for example, among staff members. A certain degree of diversity 

has different effects on a young organisation and on one that has been around for decades. 

A first discovery is that organisations are shown to move in time between locations, e.g. after 

a period of experimenting in different sites, MYRADA takes stock and elaborates some general 

principles or criteria from the diverse experiences. This alternation between diversifying and 

homogenising can take place simultaneously or sequentially in different sectors, but in the end 

lead to an accumulative learning process. It is important to note that this strategy has also been 

applied to networking, which leads to joint learning.  

A second discovery is that the organisations consciously use diversity to enhance learning. 

They do this, for example, by creating spaces to exchange views from different internal and 

external stakeholders or by creating experiences in different situations. Smillie and Hailey 

(2001) report in their study the recruitment of a diverse set of managers to achieve balance in 

religious affiliation and gender.  

A third discovery is that before inviting divergent external positions, organisations create their 

own hard kernel, like an experience base, organisational values, or a guiding conceptual 

framework. This kernel allows an organisation to be selectively permeable without losing its own 

course. It should be noted that it is not a finished product, but evolves over time with the 

organisation’s development and maturation.  Again, this is another act of weighing and 

balancing. Mintzberg et al. (1998: 227) point out that the tricky part concerns “when to cut off 

initiatives that venture beyond the umbrella as opposed to when to enlarge the umbrella19 to 

recognize their benefits”.  

19 That is: to change its realized form. 
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Balancing the descriptor of size 

Two major issues are related to the descriptor of size: the resources needed or available and 

their effect on the organisation’s sustainability, and the possible or desired outreach. Important 

risks in extreme locations of the descriptor are insignificance in an extreme Small position, and 

inflexibility or impersonality in an extreme Big position.

There are various examples of innovative ways to balance the descriptor of size, i.e. a 

sizeable organisation finding ways to maintain the characteristics of a small organisation, and a 

small organisation using creative ways to achieve a significant outreach. Generally, at a certain 

point – which is different for each of the studied organisations – they consciously limit their 

organisational growth in order to reduce financial vulnerability, enhance quality, gain more 

experiences or remain agile. Nevertheless, in the Bangladeshi context – the country smaller, the 

population more homogeneous, development challenges not vastly different from one part of the 

country to another and a less established government – NGDOs like BRAC have made different 

choices in this descriptor and grown to become huge organisations (Smillie and Hailey 2001).   

Balancing the descriptor of funding sources  

Some decisive risks in extreme locations of the descriptor are reduced space for compassion 

in an extreme position of Own funding, and loss of autonomy in an extreme position of External 

funding. As each source of funding has its risks, organisations struggle to find a balance that 

allows them not only to survive, but also to be autonomous and have space for innovation. This 

descriptor is shown to influence choice-making regarding a number of other descriptors varying 

from size to degree of formality, networking etc. (see figure 9.5.2). Age is an important 

influencing factor as it is not easy for a young organisation to achieve a balanced portfolio of 

resources. A wide range of strategies is applied by organisations in order to achieve a relative 

balance, including a varied donor portfolio, independent sources of income through sale of 

publications, training or consultancies, and the creation of a financial basis like a corpus fund. 

Balancing the descriptor of networking 

The reasons why organisations network are varied: achieving an enhanced influence, limiting 

contradictory initiatives, strengthening parts of civil society’s social fabric with e.g. common 
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platforms, or keeping a check on or enriching own views. Some critical risks in extreme 

locations of the descriptor are dilution of work quality and values in an extreme position of 

Networking, and isolation in an extreme position of Autonomy.

One striking finding is that the case organisations network from an autonomous position. 

Each has a hard kernel consisting of values or hard-won experiences which is non-negotiable. 

This kernel helps to reduce some of the Risks of networking like dilution of values (see 

descriptor of diversity).  

Balancing the descriptor of age 

The literature points to several aspects which have not emerged in the cases such as life 

cycle of the board (Fowler 1997).  In one way or the other, all organisations wrestle with one or 

more aspects of the descriptor of age, such as the issue of rejuvenation, of staff and of 

approach, or ways to remain agile. From the data, it emerges that its effects of choice-making 

are entangled with various other descriptors, including size, centralisation, networking, formality. 

It has differential effects in different organisations, depending not only on the physical age, but 

also on the combined set of locations on other descriptors. In itself, important risks in extreme 

locations of the descriptor are inexperience and being unknown in an extreme position of 

Young, and an inward-looking focus in an extreme position of Old. 

Balancing the descriptor Content of development approach 

As mentioned earlier, this descriptor needs further research. As NGDOs apply a wide range 

of development approaches, the extreme locations of the space are not clear. The effects of 

approaches like marketing, credit or businesses, or mobilisation have not been studied. NGDOs 

make use of many other approaches such as influencing media, capacity building, and 

research. Taking only the dichotomy of implementation and policy advocacy, central risks in 

extreme locations of the descriptor are ‘submerged in doing’ in an extreme position of 

Implementation, and ‘talk on behalf of’ in an extreme position of Policy advocacy. One important 

lesson that emerged from the data is the need to complete a full cycle, for example, to create 

experiences through implementation which are then used to systematically influence policy-

making.
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This descriptor is linked with many others like age, funding sources, centralisation, and 

networking. Although in the generational growth proposed by Korten (1987) development 

organisations move from welfare approaches and service delivery to activism, the data show 

that service delivery may be a conscious choice rather than an age-related way of working. 

9.6 Bringing together organisational embedding and choice-making 

In the section on Learning, organisational and societal embedding (7.3.4), four models of 

organisational learning formulated by Lam (2004) were presented: the professional 

bureaucracy, the machine bureaucracy, the operating adhocracy, and the J-form organisation. 

These four models are characterized by the dominant category of knowledge – embrained, 

embodied, encoded and embedded – in these four ideal-typical organisational forms (Table 

7.3.4). This section threads another connecting bead by bringing together changing, choice-

making and organisational embedding of learning. The intention is to broaden the mindset by 

placing choice-making in a comparative framework. In doing so, some of the gaps of the choice-

making model emerge as well as a number of its contributions. For this, in a first part, the 

stylised models to achieve change of each of the case organisations will be presented. In a 

second part, the different locations on descriptors chosen by the case organisations are 

compared. In a third and last part, case organisations will be set against Lam’s ideal-typical 

models, based on the choices made and the models to achieve change.  

Achieving change 

In the section on Planning of Change (9.1), the RELI model for achieving change was 

presented in a schematised form. In the following, the change approach for development 

followed by each of the case organisations will be presented in the same way. The stylised 

representation only covers those components of the organisation’s development model that are 

perceived to be pivotal. Furthermore, it should be noted that in reality there are no clear 

exclusive, sequential stages. Detailed information regarding the stages can be found in the 

chapters 5 (MYRADA) and 8 (Prayas).  

Although the stylised representation might suggest that the movement is downwards, it has 

to be observed that it can also be upwards, for example, experimenting can lead to revision or 

refocusing also of a third-order.   
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Box 9.6.1: schema of MYRADA’s model for achieving change

Pick up signal/idea 

            Transcribe/discuss internally
Identify broad strategic areas or key visionary elements 

            
Experiments 1  (start with willing/interested project units)20

unit 1=yes      unit 5=no   unit 17=no 
   unit 9=no   unit 12=yes   unit 2=no 

            
Monitoring 1  
sharing between/with yes-units; refining/discarding; 
external check;  internal enrichment, some external learning 

           
Experiments 2  (with increasing number of yes-units) 

           
Monitoring 2 
sharing between/with yes-units; refining/discarding; 
external check;  widening internal enrichment, some external learning 

          
Experiments N   

           
Monitoring N 
sharing between/with yes-units; refining/discarding; 
external check; widening internal enrichment, external learning 

           
Generalisation/homogenisation internally + dissemination externally 

In MYRADA’s change model (box 9.6.1), there is a widening movement of trials – sharing – 

enriching – trials in which learning and changing are tied together. Initially, a few project units 

are interested in taking on the experiments (the yes-units). As more experiences are gained, 

cross-fertilisation is stimulated through inter-project visits. At a certain stage, the best of different 

experiences are brought together based on which homogenised guidelines are decided. These 

are then disseminated organisation-wide and among external stakeholders. 

20 Some projects join the experiments early on, these are the yes-units. Others want to wait for issues to settle a little 
more, these are the no-units. They may join at later stages (experiments 2 – N). 
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Box 9.6.2: schema of Prayas Energy Group’s model for achieving change

Pick up a signal/idea 

     
Sense-making in interaction =  internally and externally 

       
Define how to further Transparency Accountability and Participation (TAP):
maximum TAP space with longest effect = internally 

      
Action =  self and/or others: delegate/encourage/facilitate 

      
Lessons learnt: articulation into action-/choice-guiding criteria = own learning 

Road A     Parallel Road B 
Sense-making    Dissemination 
Choice-making    Capacity building of others 

In the schematised representation of PEG’s model (box 9.6.2), a number of approaches are 

not captured, such as PEG’s work at the international level or with universities. The in-built 

intimate intertwining between changing and learning can be observed in the schema. As a cycle 

may take only a couple of days, learning can be very fast.  

Box 9.6.3: schema of Prayas Health Group’s model for achieving change

        Pick up signal or external trigger (e.g. funding offer) 

           

Sense-making, evolve own position = own learning     Research 

           
Develop own model = own learning  

Implementation     Training    Awareness raising = external learning 

In box 9.6.3, the model for achieving change of the Prayas Health Group is represented in a 

schema. Again, in reality, the stages are not necessarily exclusive or sequential. Research may 

have its own rhythm and cycle, especially as it is largely externally financed. Furthermore, 

networking is not included in this representation of the Group’s model. 
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Box 9.6.4: schema of Prayas RELI Group’s model for achieving change  

Pick up a signal 

Evolve own position  
= internal learning or application of values and perspectives to a concrete situation 

         
Invite inputs and prepare an enriched background note 
= internal learning, some external learning 

         
Evolve a common minimum position  
= joint learning

(simplification of box 9.1) 

Finally, box 9.6.4 presents the schematised model for achieving change of the Prayas RELI 

Group. Although a number of activities are not included in this schema of the RELI Group model 

like for example, field experiments, these follow the same general stages except for an 

experimentation/ implementation/monitoring stage in the field. As mentioned in section 9.1, in 

RELI’s change model the in-built interaction with its environment can be clearly observed. 

Choice-making compared 

This section moves from the development approach to choice-making regarding organising and 

positioning. Table 9.6 describes the locations chosen by the four case organisations on each 

descriptor, while figure 9.6 represents these visually. The descriptor of content of development 

approach has been left out as the descriptor itself is not well understood. It should be noted, that 

table and figure 9.6 do not represent quantifiable or measurable locations on metric axes, but 

indicate relative positions of the case organisations. Rather, the interest is in seeing the plurality 

in choices, and the different combinations of choices made by four case organisations in terms 

of their eight descriptors. The models of achieving change and these different sets of choices 

together can serve as eye-openers for an organisation to contemplate the rationales of their 

choices and other options21.

21 A number of more general contrasts can also be highlighted. For example, comparatively, MYRADA’s set of 
choices is centred and that of the Health Group appears extended towards extreme positions. This may be due to the 
fact that MYRADA is like an elder statesman (see chapter 5) while the Health Group is still very young and looking 
for ways to further its cause. 
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Figure 9.6: comparing choice making 

The eight descriptors of positioning and organising are illustrated here in simplified fashion as single axes - 

representing the dominant dilemma that each poses. The descriptors are labelled by the extreme positions 

that can be taken along this axis: young and old in the case of the descriptor Age, local and global in the 

case of the descriptor Level and so on.  The choices made by each of the four case organisations are 

indicated as relative positions on the eight descriptor-axes. 
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Changing, choice-making and organisational embedding 

This last section compares the choices made and the models to achieve change of the four 

case organisations with Lam’s ideal-typical models for organisational learning. Three of Lam’s 

four models (table 7.3.4) appear to globally correspond with the case organisations. None of the 

organisations studied resembled a professional bureaucracy.  

MYRADA as a J-form: observations and noteworthy choices 

To a great extent, MYRADA fits the ideal-typical model of a J-form organisation. For 

example, there is a strong emphasis on embedded knowledge, a great deal of learning occurs 

through shared work experiences and joint problem-solving, and there is a strong organisational 

culture. MYRADA’s choices within the different descriptors also support the positive 

characteristics of a J-form organisation. For example, choosing a location between formal and 

informal buttresses, among others, personal relationships that hold up dynamic interactions 

between layers and therefore between tacit and explicit knowledge. The choice for (internal) 

networking ánd autonomy puts the spotlight on the project unit, located between the head office 

and the field. Furthermore, an intermediate location between centralisation and decentralisation 

allows project units to experiment under different conditions and head office to facilitate cross-

fertilisation of experiences obtained. Here, it is necessary to point out the role of the head office. 

Whereas in a J-form organisation, the emphasis is put on the semi-autonomous project team as 

the key knowledge agent, in MYRADA, it is the interplay between the decentralised project units 

and the centralising head office that forms the medium for interaction, learning and changing. 

This set-up allows MYRADA to be both flexible and responsive (‘small’ on the descriptor) and 

integrate and diffuse a range of experiences (‘big’ on the descriptor). The result of an agile, yet 

large organisation has not only gained MYRADA its current standing, but to a certain extent also 

has helped it to counteract risks associated with a J-form organisation, such as inhibiting 

deviant views and experiences to surface. 

MYRADA’s project units function like the J-form team but are more permanent. The inter-

project visits and other cross-unit interactions fulfil the task of organisation-wide diffusion of 

knowledge. Internal networking, encouraged and streamlined by the head office, therefore 

functions as a motor for innovation and dissemination. 
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Lam’s indication that a J-form organisation may find it difficult to innovate radically can also 

be perceived from a different angle. MYRADA’s mission of, among others, building people’s 

institutions and its organisational goal of strengthening local livelihoods are not served by 

radical changes as these are processes that require time. It can be argued that the form 

consciously or unconsciously chosen by MYRADA fulfils the need for a process of continuous 

evolving and reshaping in turbulent times, while conserving the heart of its goals and mission. 

The question that MYRADA faces can thus be framed as: how to preserve what we have been 

able to build, yet continue building in changing times?  

Prayas Energy Group as an operating adhocracy: observations and noteworthy choices 

In a sector as dynamic as the power sector, in times as turbulent as the recent past and 

probably, the coming years, with adversaries as powerful as, for example, Enron, what are the 

choices a young, small organisation with relatively minor funding can make? Logically, in many 

aspects PEG resembles an operating adhocracy as described by Lam (2004). Nevertheless, it 

should be observed that PEG has found astute ways to avoid problems of knowledge 

accumulation and retention usually associated with adhocracies. These can be identified in part 

in the set of choices and in part in its model for achieving change. The centralising and 

homogenizing forces of friendship, shared values, organisational culture, organisation-wide 

compasses and a well-developed joined experience base achieved through intense 

collaboration are of such strength, that they not only allow for a relatively high degree of 

decentralisation and diversity, but are also strong enough to withstand pulls and pushes to leave 

the organisation. In this sense, PEG also shows a location between young and old, as these 

forces are characteristic of older organisations. With regard to knowledge accumulation, PEG’s 

model for achieving change stresses knowledge articulation during several stages. If it were not 

for the extreme location of external financing, PEG would have a social structure and shared 

knowledge base equally stable as a J-form organisation, a fact to which its small size 

contributes in a remarkable way. Also, although its members do form temporary teams, the 

organisation is so small that any problem of knowledge accumulation caused by shifting 

individuals does not occur. 

There are other remarkable discrepancies. Although, according to Lam, formal professional 

knowledge may play only a limited role, it is in the area of formal, explicit professional 

knowledge that PEG is able to beat its opponents and gain admirers and supporters. However, 

for PEG this explicit knowledge is not neutral or value-free, but it is moulded according to its 
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values, for example, by analysing data which are not thought of by conventional minds. The 

knowledge thus created is explicit, yet it harbours the best of PEG’s tacit learning.  

Another aspect that needs to be highlighted is that the experimenting and interactive 

problem-solving as mentioned by Lam is not limited to the individual members. The location on 

the descriptor tending towards networking shows that PEG consciously draws on interaction 

with external actors to enrich, benchmark, and broaden its own actions. 

Prayas Health Group as a machine bureaucracy: observations and noteworthy choices 

As with MYRADA and PEG, to a great extent the match between the Health Group and a 

machine bureaucracy can be explained by the conditions under which it is working and the aims 

it has set for itself. For example, the protocols to supply ARTs have to be standardised to avoid, 

among others, problems of virus resistance. Also, in view of the upcoming AIDS epidemic, mass 

production becomes a must for a doctor.  

As core group members observed, the organisation is very young. This may be a reason why 

the Health Group has not worked on ways to avoid problems generally associated with machine 

bureaucracies. The group’s set of choices and its model for achieving change reveal a number 

of such (potential) problems. For example, the “problem of highly fragmented knowledge that 

only becomes integrated at the top of the hierarchy” (Lam, 2004: 434) can be observed in the 

Health Group’s set of choices. This is further aggravated as its model for achieving change 

shows that there are no clear cohesive linkages between its different activity streams. 

Furthermore, comparatively, the choices in the different descriptors are more extreme than 

those of the other groups. As its change model does not reveal strong mechanisms for 

balancing, for example through interaction, integration or centralising, this may threaten future 

growth, impact or even survival. 

There may be several potential gains to be made by the Health Group. It has a number of 

activities which require a different setup, such as research, or which can only be standardised to 

a certain extent, like training. These activities cannot be squeezed into the framework of a 

machine bureaucracy. They are placed outside this framework, and are undertaken by core 

group members. The core group therefore not only functions as the managerial top of a 

machine bureaucracy for one set of activities, but also as an operating adhocracy for another 

set. As an operating adhocracy, the Health Group does have a strong capacity, for example, to 

generate tacit knowledge. Similar to PEG, at the core group level, until now there is no problem 

of knowledge retention as the bond between the core members is strengthened by, among 
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others, shared life values and aims. The Health Group only recently started thinking about ways 

to articulate tacit knowledge, which until now is very much stored at the level of individuals.  

The challenge as a group is to find ways to avoid the problems associated with both a 

machine bureaucracy and an operating adhocracy, and to evolve mechanisms to cross-fertilise 

between the different organisational forms that coexist within its organisational boundaries. 

Comparing the RELI Group: observations and noteworthy choices 

The RELI Group comes closest to the ideal-typical organisational model of an operating 

adhocracy. Nevertheless, although it resembles PEG in many ways, there are some important 

differences. Compared with PEG, the RELI Group has been less able to avoid the typical 

problems of knowledge retention and accumulation. The combined challenges of a much 

broader area  to be covered, a younger, less well consolidated and experienced staff coming 

from a varied background, and compasses and guiding criteria in evolution, result in a less 

smooth and consistent process of articulation of tacit knowledge.  

Lam’s ideal-typical models of organisational learning do not contribute much in choice-

making of an NGDO that faces multiple challenges. E.g. what choices does a young 

organisation without a strong organisational culture have to achieve the pluses of a J-form 

organisation? RELI’s set of choices shows a clear choice for a much more formal location than 

PEG in order to guide its young staff members. Nonetheless, considering the problems of 

operating adhocracies, the potential dangers of other choices become apparent. At relative 

extreme locations in several descriptors (young, networking and diverse), pursuing the 

accumulation and retention of knowledge becomes even more complicated.  

In the previous paragraphs, choice-making, learning, and organising and positioning were 

viewed from a different angle by bringing Lam’s ideal-typical models of organisational learning 

together with choice-making and changing. At first sight, there may seem to be a clash between 

her models and the choice-making model, as one represents a classificatory and the other a 

naturalistic approach. However, what can be gained from this tentative fusing of different pieces 

of information is an encouragement of reflection and creative thinking22. Lam’s models provoke 

22 It should be emphasized that thinking about this fusion is still very much in evolution. There are many unexplored 
issues and unanswered questions like whether there are more than four ideal-typical models. Nevertheless, even at 
this stage, attempts to link these different models are thought to bring a deepening understanding of the complex, 
dynamic and interlinked processes of choice-making and learning.  
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reflection on learning within an organisational setting, which is absent in the choice-making 

model. However, relying only on Lam’s models to understand learning entails the risk of 

misinterpreting exceptions, and losing sight of its dynamic nature and of the linkages with multi-

dimensional processes of changing and choice-making. Lam’s models are strongly focused on a 

static organisation within presumed boundaries. They do not take into consideration dimensions 

of, for example, age, financing and networking. Bringing together the set of choices, the model 

of achieving change and Lam’s models of organisational learning makes visible part of the 

balancing and rationale of the processes of changing, learning and choice-making. Additionally, 

the combination contributes to identifying potential risks of certain choices and gaps in the range 

of options considered.
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Chapter 10 

SYNTHESIS AND CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS

Introduction

This final chapter brings together the various findings and insights gained from the case 

studies and the observations made with regard to the theoretical sources. Although, it does 

contain the – sometimes reversing or spiralling – steps taken on a long and winding road, the 

chapter is written following a different ordering. The first section (10.1) describes the different 

understandings acquired with regard to the initial research questions. These are compared with 

the theoretical sources that have inspired the study, after which the conclusions are presented. 

The second section (10.2) presents the new fields of learning and choice-making which 

emerged during the research. The two blocks summarise especially chapters 7 and 9. The 

reader is referred back to these chapters for a detailed presentation and concrete examples 

based on the case material. The two chapters also offer the reader the comprehensive 

reasoning and the exhaustive step-by-step building of the concepts and models that are 

presented here.  After the presentation of the research findings and their contributions, the next 

sections move to another level. Section 10.3 elaborates on the overall harvest of the research. 

Section 10.4 propounds the general recommendations emerging from the research and 

suggests a number of areas for further research and debate. To conclude, section 10.5 brings 

together the initial main research question and the central assertion resulting from this study. 

10.1  Evolution of the initial research questions 

Brief overview of the main changes in research focus23

Initially, the central research question was formulated as: 

23 See section 7.2.1 and 9.4 to 6 for a detailed description of the main theoretical shifts and new emerging issues.  
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How do strategic change processes influence the external position of Non-Governmental 

Development Organisations (NGDO) as relevant actors in sustainable development and civil 

society building in relation to a globalising state, market and society?

Three research questions were derived from this main question (see section 2.4.2): 

1. Globalisation: How do globalisation processes affect the position of NGDOs as relevant 

development actors in sustainable development and civil society building? 

2. Strategic Change: What strategic change processes are NGDOs setting in motion in order 

to reposition themselves effectively? 

3. Position: How are the design, implementation and success of these change processes 

being influenced by the position in stakeholding networks within which an NGDO 

functions, and vice versa? 

In the course of the study, a number of major alterations have been introduced. Based on 

insight gained at an early stage that globalisation was just one of a multitude of contextual 

forces that an organisation has to juggle, a first change was the introduction of sense-making

as a central research concept. This enhanced the space for researching multiple voices and 

multiple contexts. Also, it was decided to move from strategic change to changing because 

delimiting the research to “non-routine, non-incremental, and discontinuous” change processes 

(Tichy 1983: 17) would have excluded data that were considered to be important. This entailed 

a corresponding shift from position to positioning. Finally, throughout the study, learning and 

choice-making emerged consistently as important concepts, which are intimately intertwined 

with processes of changing. This dethroned change management theories as a central focus 

and laid open the way for other insights.  

The lines of inquiry that evolved during the study were therefore: 

1. How does sense-making of multiple contexts take place and how are the resulting insights 

translated into changing? 

2. How does changing take place?  

3. How does learning take place? How is it interrelated to changing and sense-making? 

4. How does choice-making take place? How is it interrelated to changing, learning, and 

sense-making?
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As the study progressed, further questions were formulated that probed deeper into these 

four broad areas of sense-making, changing, learning and choice-making. What emerges from 

the results is a web of dynamic, interactive, multi-level and multi-dimensional processes. To a 

large extent, this fluid web explains and situates the four main themes, put forward in the lines 

of inquiry. A certain gap, consciously left void, is an analysis of the effectiveness of development 

efforts24. Based on, among others, external reviews and evaluations, the organisations selected 

are considered influential development actors. This study itself avoided a good/bad or 

success/failure mindset, but focused on how these organisations have gone about becoming 

and remaining effective development actors.  

An explanation of the evolution of the initial research concepts of Globalisation, Strategic 

Change and Position will be presented in sections 10.1.1 – 10.1.3. Each section also 

summarises the research findings, compares these with the theoretical sources that initially 

inspired each area, and presents the conclusions. The evolution of the new fields of learning 

and choice-making, and their relationships with changing and sense-making will be presented in 

section 10.2. 

10.1.1 From Globalisation to Sense-making 

10.1.1.1  Points of departure with regard to Globalisation 

Initially, the research question was formulated as: 

Globalisation: How do globalisation processes affect the position of NGDOs as relevant 

development actors in sustainable development and civil society building? 

Section 2.1.2 presents a range of fundamental features of contemporary globalisation (see 

also Box 2.1.2). Here, some features are summarised that were expected to have a major 

impact on NGDOs.

 The first relates to the all-encompassing interconnectedness of contemporary globalisation. 

Nevertheless, although its coverage and density are unprecedented, the specific combination 

of globalising tendencies and their interactions results in great variation in impact, intensity 

and patterns across states and domains (RAWOO 2000); 

24 In the initial central research question, this is implied in “relevant actors”. 
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 A second feature is the huge expansion of global institutions of governance and regulation, 

creating a changing multi-layered complex. In this complex, national, regional and global 

policy-making forces interact and, among others, concepts of state sovereignty are being 

renegotiated; 

 A third feature is the dominance of economic expansion “transforming the conditions under 

which state power is exercised” (Held et al. 1999: 441). The rhythm of globalisation appears 

to be moving towards self-organising and market-driven arrangements; only at times of crisis 

do these tend to receive visible political direction by a hegemonic power;  

 A fourth feature is the huge increase of interaction capacity of separate states, societies and 

publics, reinforced by globalisation of communication infrastructures, mass media and 

transport;

 A fifth feature is the move from globalisation as an internal imperial matter to projects of 

popular, national or transnational forces. This is accompanied by novel global politics of 

agenda-setting, coalition building and multilateral regulation in which states and societies 

participate. At the same time, because of diverse visions and values, all aspects of 

globalisation are being contested while the politics of contestation itself is changing, making 

visible and palpable the uneven capacities and means of intervention, arbitration and 

contestation by different actors. 

Increasingly, the working context of NGDOs is taking on characteristics of a turbulent field as 

defined by Emery and Trist (1978) where the ground itself is in motion. For NGDOs, 

globalisation results in renewed or new dilemmas and challenges. These touch upon the 

understanding, delimitation and interrelation of their roles, position and performance. 

10.1.1.2  Evolution of Globalisation: emergence of sense-making 

The evolution in the initial focus on Globalisation is based on two important understandings. 

Based on the empirical insight gained early on that globalisation was just one of a multitude of 

contextual forces that an organisation has to contend with, sense-making came into focus as a 

central research concept. Weick (1999: 41) describes sense-making as “sizing up a situation 

and trying to discover what you have while you simultaneously act and have some effect on 

what you discover” (section 7.2.1). A consequence was that the camera was turned around to 

an inside-out perspective, seeking to analyse the situation from the organisation’s perspective. 

Hence, the focus became: “How is the context perceived and how are the insights translated 
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into changing?” As NGDOs characteristically work in the multiple actor situations, the emphasis 

is on sense-making of multiple contexts. 

A second insight was that NGDOs do not simply absorb or adjust to influences from the 

outside environment. Exploring the relationship between sense-making and changing brought 

choice-making to the forefront. NGDOs can have the capacities and vision to go against the 

stream, despite or contrary to trends including globalisation. They can make choices that are 

beyond the current logic of action, thus offering visions of cutting-edge approaches. This not 

only encouraged inquiry into choice-making and the intricacies of the organisation’s own 

development approaches, but also brought to the centre the role of its identity and values as 

guides to choices and actions. In consequence, the research expanded to include the 

relationships among sense-making, changing and choice-making.  

This first shift in insight (sense-making) and the resulting restructuring of the research 

process is elaborated in the next sections, whereas the second shift (choice-making) will be 

detailed as a new field under 10.2. 

10.1.1.3  Research findings: from Globalisation to Sense-making25

Research findings point to sense-making as an essential activity and skill for NGDOs as 

social change actors. It is critical not only because NGDOs are open organisations. The findings 

point out three mechanisms of sense-making that are important to their success: hypothesising, 

creating a selective permeability, and transcribing. Significantly, in all three, the organisation’s 

identity plays a vital role through the harnessing of its values and its long-term goal (which is 

another form of harnessing values) as an action-guiding element. 

Weick (2001) puts forward a number of components or “emphases”26 of sense-making: 

enactment; selection and interpretation; retention; and remembering.27 Enactment can be 

understood as the process of creating sense in action. In Weick’s view, enactment and thus 

action form a key component of sense-making. Selection deals with identifying and editing those 

accounts of enactment that best fit with prior understandings of plausibility. It is closely linked to 

interpretation which is the process of developing models for understanding the flow of events, 

bringing out meaning, and assembling conceptual schemes. Because of its importance, it is 

here distinguished from selection. The third emphasis of retention is about articulating plausible 

25 See section 9.4 on sense-making in a turbulent context.  
26 Weick (2001: 96) explains the categories in organising and sense-making as emphases “because they do not 
always occur in a lockstep sequence and because more than one emphasis tends to operate at any one moment”. 
27 See section 7.3.2.  
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maps, often in narrative form, that summarise a sense of the situation. A fourth one is 

remembering which concerns the use of retained knowledge. In this study, remembering is 

taken to be included in enactment. Learning is involved when “people notice some of what was 

previously overlooked and overlook some of what was previously noticed” (Weick and Westley 

1996. In: Weick 2001: 305). The components of sense-making are represented in figure 

10.1.1.3.

Rather than interpretation, here the term hypothesising is used to underscore its future-

oriented nature and the creative but grounded construction of action-guiding schemes out of 

ambiguous signals. Hypothesising forms the first mechanism of sense-making important to the 

NGDOs. Social change as an NGDO’s desired output is a continuously moving target in a 

context which itself is changing. In consequence, formulating shrewd hypotheses about which of 

the ambiguous signals will become an important trend, who will be key players, and what will be  

Box 10.1.1.3a: Value-led sense-making and hypothesising 

In 1996, the World Bank approached the state of Orissa with a new type of loan 

for restructuring its power sector in which independent regulation was to be part. 

Concerned about civil participation, Prayas Energy Group (PEG) examined the 

independent regulatory structure to understand whether it offered a forum to civil 

society to make their voice heard. They decided that “there needs to be a very 

strong and capable intervention in the regulatory process by civil society if public 

interest in the power sector is to be protected”. Their hypothesis was that 

governance was going to be the determining issue. Accordingly, they changed their 

focus from green technologies to governance of the power sector.  

PEG became the first Indian civil society actor prepared to take on the issue at a 

time when few actors at the national and even the international level had ideas 

about the matter, let alone experiences with it. The change led to the evolution of 

PEG’s visionary model of Transparency, Accountability and Participation (TAP). 

TAP-ping the governance of the power sector became a clear and powerful 

compass. PEG was propelled to the national and even international stage and TAP 

is now being translated for application in other contexts.  

(taken from 8.2.1.2) 
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an effective strategy, is a core competency. However, the challenge is to balance strong 

hypothesising capacities with the agility to adjust in a timely fashion. Crucially, this dynamic of 

(re)formulating hypotheses and adjusting strategic approaches is demarcated by the NGDO’s 

values and its long-term goal. This demarcation has both an aspect of time (past and future 

actions) and of content (range of options). In this way, the organisation’s historical and future 

identities play an essential action-guiding role. Box 10.1.1.3a presents an example of how 

value-led sense-making and hypothesising has transformed the roles, position and performance 

of Prayas Energy Group. 

Box 10.1.1.3b: Selective Permeability 

The human body enhances its surface area for interaction with the environment, 

for example, in the lungs by maintaining a large surface area to volume ratio. 

Similarly, the thirteen-person-strong RELI Group has increased its surface area for 

interaction with its environment by dividing itself into four teams. Through the 

teams, the group actively increases its range for picking up signals as well as 

enlarges its outreach to influence its environment. In this way, the RELI Group 

attempts to encompass its wide-ranging working sphere.  

However, this interaction is neither a passive nor a random process. Before 

venturing out, the RELI Group first embarked on an intensive process of internal 

debate and reflection, and one of its first products was a position paper outlining its 

views and approach to development. The creation of internal conceptual and 

ideological cohesion at the start of their journey gave the different teams the 

backbone to interact intensively with a range of actors while maintaining the group’s 

coherence and course in a wide range of dynamic environments. For example, its 

‘hard kernel’ of views aids the choice-making about upcoming topics to work with, 

or about shifting sets of actors to interact with at particular stages in various 

situations. It also provides a consistent framework for the elaboration of discussion 

notes or enriching contributions by other actors about widely differing topics.  

(taken from 8.2.3.2) 
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In a turbulent situation, organisations evolve within complex systems in which actors 

continually interact with one another and give meaning to the events around them (Checkland  

and Scholtes 1995. In: Boonstra 2004a).  In these interactions, the boundaries between 

organisations and their surroundings become less distinct, as both define each other. This is 

especially the case with an NGDO who influences its working context in order to achieve its 

social change goal. Importantly, this openness is not unlimited. Its values and long-term goal 

configure the interactions with its context. Moulded into a selective permeability, its values and 

long-term goal form important elements of the organisation’s change processes. Here, selective 

permeability refers to the mechanism used by an NGDO to filter its interactions with its 

environment. It forms the second mechanism of sense-making used by NGDOs. Selective 

permeability allows an organisation to interact intensively without losing itself in the interaction 

process thanks to a hard kernel of own values, views and principles28. This is further explained 

in Box 10.1.1.3b. 

Besides hypothesising and selective permeability, NGDOs are seen to use a third mechanism of 

sense-making, which is the transcription of signals from the context into meaningful change 

factors. By transcribing, an organisation highlights or makes apparent those signals that may 

influence the course of the organisation and its social change goal. This brings out meaning in 

an ambiguous situation and is interlinked with hypothesising and selective permeability to move 

from picking up signals to action. Transcription is of particular value when ambiguous signals 

compete for attention and multiple actors perceive different contexts. It is an important 

mechanism to enhance current and future efficiency and effectiveness of internal and external 

processes of changing. Furthermore, it can be used to deepen or widen participation of internal 

and external stakeholders by making information accessible and meaningful. NGDOs use not 

only reactive ways of transcribing, but also proactive approaches, for example, by actively 

creating signals. Box 10.1.1.3c lists some examples showing the range and variety of ways 

used by NGDOs. 

28 George W. Bush seems to have understood the importance of selective permeability when he denounced 
Democratic opponents as “finger-in-the-wind politicians without a core set of beliefs” (Peter Baker, Washington 
Post, 17 December 2006).  
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Box 10.1.1.3c: examples of transcribing 

Some examples of different ways of transcribing signals for internal and external 

stakeholders or creating the facilities to do so: 

1. elaboration of concept or discussion notes in which trends are outlined and 

hypotheses formulated; 

2. influencing sense-making of other actors by capacity building and helping 

them expand their agendas, e.g. grassroots actors taking on public interest; 

3. creation or enhancement of signals, for example, by commissioning studies, 

inviting actors to act, or bringing out multiple voices; and 

4. enlargement of spaces for collective sharing and creation of meaning through 

the facilitation and mediation of platforms. 

Hypothesising, selective permeability and transcribing are the mechanisms an NGDO uses 

to enhance its effectiveness as a social change actor. They are represented in figure 10.1.1.3. 

They are considered to have a wider applicability and significance for other organisations as 

well. Through these mechanisms, the NGDO harnesses its identity and values as action-

orienting elements, and enable it to act upon Weick’s (2001) components of selection and 

interpretation. Three other mechanisms that have been identified are presented in further 

sections, notably compasses and litmus tests (10.1.2.3: Role of identity and values) and 

articulation of lessons (10.2.1). 
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Figure 10.1.1.3 (from figure 7.3.2): sense-making with NGDOs (after Weick, 2001) 

Elements in normal script are derived from Weick (2001), those in italic have emerged from this study and 

are thought to be particularly apparent in value-led, impact-driven NGDOs. In Weick’s view (2001), 

enactment, selection, interpretation and retention-remembering form the loosely coupled components of 

the “untidy” process of sense-making (figure 7.3.2). Here, his remembering is included in enactment. 

Processes of selection and interpretation form the basis for (re)making images of reality that rationalise 

what people are doing. As the study results show, NGDOs actively influence sense-making through 

mechanisms in which their identity and values are harnessed to orient action. In figure 10.1.1.3, three such 

mechanisms are presented: 

1. Selective permeability: the selective filtering of interactions with the environment; 

2. Transcription: the highlighting of those signals which may influence the course of the organisation and 

its social change goal; 

3. Hypothesising: the future-oriented construction of action-guiding schemes out of ambiguous signals. It 

moves beyond selection and interpretation which are based on prior understandings.  

The figure shows that through these mechanisms, NGDOs act upon particularly selection and 

interpretation, which contribute to their effectiveness as a social change actor. 

10.1.1.4  Comparison with theoretical source on sense-making

The main theoretical source on sense-making used in this research is by Weick (2001). The 

research findings point out a range of shrewd manners in which NGDOs influence their own 

sense-making processes and those of other actors. Here, attention is paid to the formulation of 
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hypotheses, selective permeability, and the transcription of signals from the context. These 

especially enrich Weick’s sense-making components of selection and interpretation, thus 

clarifying the role played by the organisation’s identity. In section 10.1.2.4, the research findings 

will be compared with Weick’s two other components of enactment and retention.

10.1.1.5  Conclusions and debate with regard to Globalisation 

In essence, the research findings point out that globalisation patterns are less dominant than 

initially assumed. Importantly, they show that amidst the ambiguity and contradictions of their 

changing context, NGDOs dispose of powerful ways to shape their own sense-making 

processes and those of other actors. The core of these approaches is formed by harnessing 

their identity as action-orienting mechanisms. Three have been discussed so far: hypothesising, 

transcribing and selective permeability. 

10.1.2 From Strategic Change to Changing 

10.1.2.1  Points of departure with regard to Strategic Change29

The initial research question with regard to Strategic Change was:  

Strategic Change: What strategic change processes are NGDOs setting in motion in order to 

reposition themselves effectively? 

The concepts involved in Strategic Change come from fields that are not well-defined. 

Change can be perceived as episodic or continuous, for example, and explained from a cultural, 

a political or technical point of view. Strategy and strategic management can be perceived from 

a rational, adaptive, or interpretive viewpoint (Johnson 1987. In: Pettigrew et al. 1992). The 

initial choice was for strategic change defined as “non-routine, non-incremental, and 

discontinuous change which alters the overall orientation of the organisation and or components 

of the organisation” (Tichy 1983: 17). The assumption was that it would be easier to identify 

issues of importance in organisations where such intensive change processes were taking 

place.

29 See section 2.2 on Strategic change processes. 
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Two models of strategic change management were initially chosen to inform the study 

(section 2.2). It was felt that their explicit integration of various strands of theoretical thinking 

would support exploring the complexities of strategic change processes with Southern NGDOs.  

The first of the models is developed by Pettigrew et al (1992). It presents five interrelated 

success factors for managing strategic change and eight linked factors that influence receptivity 

of the context for change (Table 10.1.2.1a). However, rather than limiting the research to these 

twelve factors, the researcher used the model’s assumptions and concepts to shape the 

research and deepen inquiry. These assumptions and concepts are: embedded levels of 

analysis; temporal interconnectedness of change; change as context and action, that is, context 

as a product of action and vice versa; and, multiple causation of change.  

Table 10.1.2.1a:  success factors for managing strategic change and factors that   
influence receptivity of the context for change 

Factors for managing strategic change Receptivity of the context for change 
Coherence  Environmental pressure 

Leading change Supportive organisational culture 

Linking strategic and operational change Change agenda and its locale 

Human resources as assets and liabilities Simplicity and clarity of goals and priorities 

Environmental assessment Cooperative inter-organisation networks 

 Managerial-clinical relations 

 Key people leading change 

 Quality and coherence of policy 

(From: Pettigrew and Whipp 1991; 1992. In: 

Pettigrew et al. 1992) (Pettigrew et al. 1992) 

The second model is developed by Tichy (1983). Its comprehensiveness lies in bringing 

together technical, cultural and political systems in an organisation with six managerial tools to 

achieve strategic alignment. In his view, a manager has to simultaneously balance the resulting 

eighteen strategic tasks (Table 2.2). Together these form a diagnostic tool that can be used to 

plan, implement and monitor change in the quest for internal and external alignment. 
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10.1.2.2 Evolution from Strategic Change to Changing 

During the exploratory stage of the first case study, it was decided to move from strategic 

change to changing because the initial focus on change processes that were “non-routine, non-

incremental, and discontinuous” (Tichy 1983: 17) ignored emerging data that were considered 

to be important. From an organisation’s perspective, it is engaged in an endless process of 

proactive or reactive changing. This is illustrated in box 10.1.2.2. 

Box 10.1.2.2: strategic change in MYRADA 

The initial interviews with MYRADA staff brought about a rethinking of the 

researcher’s points of departure. Asked about strategic changes (specified by the 

researcher as non-routine, non-incremental and discontinuous) in MYRADA, 

nobody could really remember one. However, upon further probing it was realised 

that in retrospective, the organisation did change in a transformative way, but 

changes were spread out over a period of years and did not occur in the way 

defined by the researcher. Although there were periods of intense and non-routine 

changing, these were not discontinuous. So, she started inquiring how those in-

depth changes came about.  

(see Chapter 5) 

There were two important consequences of the decision to move from strategic change to 

changing. First, it made a nuanced elaboration of change possible by including the concepts of 

mode and tempo of change, that is first-, second- and third-order30 change (Bartunek and Moch 

1987), and continuous and discontinuous change (Weick and Quinn 1999). Second, it brought a 

corresponding shift from position to positioning31.  This second shift brought forth the need to 

look at organising32, as together, organising and positioning constitute changing in and by 

30 Bartunek and Moch (1987) define first-order change as incremental change within a particular schema already 
shared between members; second-order change as modifications in the shared schemata themselves; and third-order 
change as the development of the capacity of the system to change the schemata as events require. 
31 See section 7.2.3: positioning emerges as the interplay between the content, process and context of responding by 
an NGDO in the light of a changing environment in order to achieve its goal. 
32 In this study, organising is defined as the processes of changing related to an organisation’s internal functioning. 
Together with positioning it constitutes changing in and by NGDOs (section 7.2.3). 
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NGDOs (see 7.1.3.1). The distinction points to an NGDO’s dual outlook as a social change 

actor, changing itself and bringing about change. In Weick’s view, enactment and thus action 

are central to sense-making (2001). Following this view, enactment is intimately intertwined with 

changing and through processes of organising and positioning, organisations are seen to enact 

their flows of events (Figure 10.1.2.333).

10.1.2.3  Research findings with regard to Changing 

Modes and tempi of changing 

As mentioned in the previous section, from an organisation’s perspective change is less 

episodic than previously assumed. As asserted by Weick and Quinn (1999: 382): “change is 

never off”. Focusing on changing instead of change as the unit of analysis allowed perceiving a 

number of fine nuances. Mode and tempo emerged as important concepts in analysing and 

understanding changing. Both vary across an organisation over time as well as within its internal 

and external networks, that is, changing can be simultaneously intensive and fast-paced in 

some areas, while in others it is hardly detectable. The order in which different modes of 

changing appear is not necessarily sequential: a third-order change can follow or precede first- 

and second-order changes. From an organisation’s perspective, changing consists of an 

assemblage of concurrent or successive changes of first-, second- and third-order, which can 

build on and feed into each other in multi-faceted and multi-layered ways. This is illustrated in 

box 10.1.2.3a. Understanding strategic change requires an analysis of changes of second and 

first-order, often across a range of areas.  

First-order changes focus on incremental modifications within an established method of 

operating, whereas second-order changes modify the method to a certain extent. This is not the 

case with third-order changes. While first- and second-order changes take place within the 

framework of how images of reality are constructed, third-order changes transform the very 

framework itself. The rules and values of constructing images of reality and in consequence, of 

orienting processes such as organising and positioning are modified in a third-order change 

process. Furthermore, third-order changes modify the organisation’s identity shaped, among 

others, through critical or transforming experiences and transform the organisation’s culture and 

33 Figure 10.1.2.3 is adjusted from figure 7.3.3b. For a detailed explanation of its composition see section 7.3.3. 
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the way retention takes place, that is, how plausible maps are articulated that summarise a 

sense of the situation (Weick 2001). This is depicted in figure 10.1.2.3.  

Box 10.1.2.3a:
illustration of possible sequences of modes of changing 

Transformative changes can come about through different ways. The case 

study of MYRADA points to two possible routes. MYRADA changed its identity 

from a technology-oriented organisation to one reputed for building and 

strengthening people’s organisations through an accumulation of first- and 

second-order changes stretching over a period of years.34 These changes 

encompassed a variety of aspects: gradual changes in funding flows, 

employment of staff with new perspectives, a new executive director, and a 

changing discourse in the environment.  

With regard to decentralisation, it started with a decision by the new 

executive director.35 This was followed by first- and second-order changes 

again covering a period of years, ranging from an extensive human resources 

development programme and systems development to a gradual restructuring 

of the organisation. In both cases, success of the transformative change was 

linked to preceding or successive supporting first- and second-order changes. 

(based on chapter 6) 

Role of identity and values 

Focusing on changing has brought to light a number of other important aspects. First of all, 

principles or values are shown to form an important steadying framework when both the 

environment and the intended product are in flux. However, values in themselves provide little 

guidance to action. The NGDOs that have been shown to be effective change actors can be 

seen to have harnessed their values in ways that can orient action. Two mechanisms have been 

34 See section 5.2.1 
35 See section 5.3.2 
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identified through which the organisation uses its values to “fuel, guide and correct an evolving 

dynamic of changing”36. A first mechanism is the creation of compasses, in which values, 

harnessed as abstract concepts or visionary ideas, acquire an action-triggering and -guiding 

form (Box 10.1.2.3b). A second and complementary mechanism is the application of litmus 

tests37 in which values have been harnessed as action-correcting elements.  

Box 10.1.2.3b: creation and use of the CRPC compass by the RELI Group 

After intense internal discussion about different theoretical approaches and 

experiences, the incipient RELI Group elaborated concept notes in which it defined 

its position on notions considered to be central to its approach. These notes were 

shared first with a small circle of trusted organisations. Based on their inputs, the 

Group elaborated its Combining Rights, Production and Capabilities (CRPC) 

approach paper. CRPC blends life experiences of the RELI Group’s founding 

members, the group values and the lessons learnt by others into an action-guiding 

conceptualisation. While the road may still remain ambiguous, “what do we stand for” 

has thus become “how do we want to achieve what we stand for”. After thus having 

defined its compass, the RELI Group became more outward oriented. CRPC is used 

as basis for the evolution of common perspectives in multi-stakeholder processes 

(see also box 10.1.1.3). CRPC frames and coordinates the wide range of activities 

undertaken by the different RELI teams, from the design of field experiments to a 

policy advocacy campaign. 

(based on section 8.2.3) 

Both compasses and litmus tests are formulated in abstract terms, which allows for a degree 

of flexibility that is necessary in ambiguous situations, and creates space for an interactive 

dynamic with the environment. At the same time, through continual sharing of experiences 

gained by applying the mechanisms in concrete situations across organisational layers, their 

use is increasingly articulated and fine-tuned. Intensive cycles of formal and especially informal  

36 See section 9.4: Changing, organising and positioning 
37 A litmus test is a simple and quick test to show acidic or basic (i.e. alkaline) conditions. Here it is used 
metaphorically.
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Figure 10.1.2.3: mode of changing with NGDOs and value-led mechanisms 

In figure 10.1.2.3, NGDOs enact their flows of events through changing, consisting of processes of 

organising and positioning. With regard to modes of changing, first- and second-order changes take 

place within the same framework of how images of reality are made, while the dynamic for third-order 

changes is more complex than for first- and second-order changes. Third-order changes not only alter 

the framework for creating images of reality, but also the identity of an organisation. They cannot take 

place without a transformation of the organisational culture, as culture frames the construction of reality 

(Weick 2001). For changes of a third-order the dynamic among changing, sense- and choice-making is 

fuelled by the interplay between organisational culture and identity. This is reflected in the lower part of 

figure 10.1.2.3 

NGDOs are shown to use five mechanisms that harness their identity and values in order to act on 

this dynamic of changing and sense-making. Selective permeability, formulating hypotheses, and 

transcribing link particularly with Weick’s (2001) sense-making components of selection and 

interpretation, while compasses and litmus tests focus on action and thus on Weick’s component of 

enactment. 
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interaction within the organisation about how to apply the mechanisms, bring them from an 

abstract to an operational level. Only by thus being incorporated within the organisation’s culture 

do they acquire their significance as expressions of the organisation’s identity and values and 

can they orient action throughout the organisation. Without this organisational embedding, they  

remain abstract action-less notions. Just as important, experiences gained contribute to a 

progressive learning spiral – not of the abstract mechanisms, but of their increasingly concrete 

expression. Thus, harnessing the organisation’s identity and values as well-defined but abstract 

action-guiding and -monitoring elements generates not a set of directives, but a grounded 

navigation tool that provides the organisation with a delimited flexibility. In consequence, the 

crux of an NGDO operation is about balancing direction with flexibility while effectively and 

efficiently creating meaning in a range of concrete situations.  

While compasses and litmus tests are only effective in combination with the mechanisms of 

selective permeability, formulating hypotheses and transcribing, they are particularly closely 

linked with action, and thus with enactment of the flows of events. Figure 10.1.2.3 places these 

two mechanisms within the representation of changing and sense-making. 

10.1.2.4 Comparison with theoretical sources of strategic change

Three important issues need highlighting when comparing the research findings with the 

initial theoretical sources on strategic change. 

Changing

A first issue refers to the contrast between the research findings and the definitions of Tichy 

(1983) of strategic change as non-routine, non-incremental, and discontinuous, and of Pettigrew 

et al. (1992) as high change in which major strategic issues are being tackled. The findings 

point out that third-order change is brought about by, and leads to first- and second-order 

changes. In consequence, analysis of first- and second-order changes is needed to understand 

the logic, process and consequences of a so-called strategic change and vice versa. This 

supports the proposition of Weick and Quinn (1999) that changing rather than strategic change 

has explicative power. This is especially the case when the focus is not solely on changing, but 

also on the interlinkages of changing with other processes such as learning (section 10.2.1). 
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The empirical data obtained reveal rich details regarding processes of changing, for example, 

that there is no strict sequence of mode of changing (first-, second- or third-order); that 

changing can assume different tempi and modes simultaneously in different change areas; and 

that a change of the third-order can emerge from different levels in the organisation.38

The actor and the context 

A second issue refers to the context. In Tichy’s model as well as in Pettigrew et al.’s triangle 

of content-context-process and in their eight interlinked factors that define receptive contexts for 

change, the context is perceived to play a role. The research findings with regard to contexts 

point to a number of factors that impact on organising and positioning by NGDOs. The impact is 

not only in terms of inhibiting or supporting changing, but the factors influence choice-making of 

NGDOs in multi-dimensional and inter-related ways. This is further explained in section 

10.2.2.3.

Nonetheless, for NGDOs context encompasses much more than, for example, its receptivity. 

For NGDOs as social change actors working in multiple-actor situations, achieving change is 

about influencing their and other actors’ contexts. This is not restricted to one level of 

interaction: organisations can and do intentionally interweave their activities at different levels to 

achieve change. This is illustrated in Box 10.1.2.4a. 

Role of values 

A third issue that needs highlighting when comparing the research findings and the 

theoretical sources refers to the organisational culture. Tichy and Pettigrew et al. perceive 

values and vision as either supportive of strategic change or not. Tichy (1983) points out the 

need to develop an organisational culture aligned with, for example, the organisation’s mission 

and strategy. Pettigrew et al. (1992) list a supportive organisational culture as one of the eight 

factors defining receptivity of a context for change. The research findings go beyond looking at 

culture as an inhibiting or supporting change factor. They show that an organisation can make 

active and effective use of its identity and values. Harnessed in varied and imaginative ways, 

they can help to trigger, guide, delimit and correct changing. Common to all the identified 

38 See chapter 5 and 8 for more empirical details. 
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Box 10.1.2.4a: linking and using levels

Around 1998, PEG had developed the understanding that it needed to focus on 

TAP-ping the power sector. Transparency, Accountability and Participation or TAP 

had evolved as its clear and powerful compass. So, when in 1998 the national 

electricity regulation act was being elaborated, PEG pushed for the inclusion of a 

transparency provision. This was a time when policy-makers and other actors “did 

not know where they were going”, as no one had previous experiences or 

knowledge of power sector reform processes. Also, the formulation of the national 

act took place in a context of wider governmental, economic and societal reform. 

PEG, as one of the very few reputed and knowledgeable actors, succeeded in 

creating the desired space for transparency at the national level.  

Subsequently, PEG used this space to file a petition at the state level to obtain 

confidential documents.  It strengthened its petition with a sound techno-economic 

analysis. The state regulatory committee was a new body just in the process of 

defining its functions and procedures.  PEG was able to have protecting public 

interest incorporated as one of the committee’s roles. The three-pronged approach 

in which space at the national level was used and further widened at the state 

level, and backed by a sharp analysis, became a benchmark of a successful 

strategy. The state committee could not but make the requested documentation 

available as it was perceived by themselves and other actors to be their 

responsibility. Subsequently, PEG used this experience in its capacity building, 

among others, in Maharasthra and other states. 

(taken from 8.2.1.2) 

mechanisms is the enlisting of the organisation’s identity and values as action-orienting 

elements. These are used to guide the creation of meaning and engagement with other actors. 

For an NGDO to be successful as a change actor, ideological notions are of lesser importance 

than finding astute ways to harness its identity for action. 

In Weick’s interpretation of sense-making (2001), enactment is the process of making sense 

in action. Although he does point out how experience influences enactment and thus action, he 
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ignores the possible roles played by identity and values. In contrast, the findings of this study 

reveal their centrality in guiding actions of NGDOs. Harnessed as action-guiding compasses 

and action-correcting litmus tests, identity and values enable NGDOs to act (and learn) in a 

value-led way. Changing by NGDOs can thus be described as rooted in and sprouting from their 

identity and values. As such, compasses and litmus tests are shown to enrich particularly the 

component of enactment. They form the fourth and fifth mechanisms applied by NGDOs and 

further clarify the role played by the organisation’s identity and values in orienting changing. 

Two other important observations need to be made regarding Tichy’s model (1983), and the 

theoretical notions put forward by Pettigrew et al. (1992). First, that both ignore the relationship 

between learning and changing. This will be discussed in section 10.2.1. Second, although both 

Tichy39 and Pettigrew et al.40 bring in an element of balancing, the research findings point to a 

much larger role and significance. This will be dealt with in Choice-making (section 10.2.2). 

10.1.2.5  Conclusions with regard to Strategic Change 

Research findings suggest that changing processes of NGDOs, even of a third-order, are 

less discontinuous than initially thought. Analysing changes of the first- and second-order is 

needed to understand the reasons for and the effects of a change of the third-order, and vice 

versa. The NGDOs are seen to apply two mechanisms, compasses and litmus tests, in which 

the organisation’s identity and values have been harnessed as action-orienting elements. In this 

way, they play an important role in guiding, demarcating and evaluating ongoing processes of 

change. In consequence, the NGDO can engage with and influence contexts while keeping its 

own course, but is also enabled to be a truly value-led actor.  

39 Table 2.2 presents eighteen managerial tasks in a matrix of areas that need simultaneous managing. 
40 Towards the end of their report, Pettigrew et al. (1992) briefly touch upon seven dilemmas of managing change, 
such as mobilise energy for change and also sustain momentum, or dovetail top-down pressures and bottom-up 
concerns. 
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10.1.3 From Strategic Position to Positioning 

10.1.3.1 Points of departure with regard to Strategic Position41

The research started with the following question: 

Position: How are the design, implementation and success of these change processes being 

influenced by the position within stakeholding networks in which an NGDO functions, and vice 

versa?

Two aspects were thought to be of importance to an NGDO’s position, the locational and the 

relational. There are various ways to look at the locational aspects. A first way is to look at the 

territorial scale (local, national, regional and international) at which the NGDO operates. A 

second way is to look at the sector to which it is considered to belong, which in itself can be 

presented in different ways (e.g. non-profit, third sector, voluntary, civil society, political 

community). With regard to the relational aspect, it is thought that the type and content of 

relationships with different actors determine in part the position of an NGDO.   

Although there is a great deal of confusion about what makes up the strategic position of an 

NGDO, Fowler (2000a) states that there are two major concepts involved: an NGDO’s 

contribution to social development through its roles and functions, and its position in society and 

distance from government. 

10.1.3.2 Evolution of Strategic Position

For an NGDO, as a social change actor, not only perceptions of contexts may change, but its 

desired output may need reformulation in response to contextual changes or in anticipation of 

them. Hence, in line with the shift from change to changing, it was considered sensible to make 

a move from position to positioning to allow for a dynamic research perspective. This brought 

forth the need to look at the process of organising, since changing with NGDOs contains both. 

Positioning is understood as change processes aimed at achieving an NGDO’s social change 

goal, while change processes related to its internal functioning are referred to as organising 

(sections 7.2.3 and 7.3.1). The distinction between these processes is not razor-sharp. Weick 

41 See section 2.3: strategic position 
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(2001: 185) states that “the environment is located in the mind of the actor and is imposed by 

him on experience in order to make that experience more meaningful”. Furthermore, organising 

and positioning relate to each other as communicating vessels, with any choice made in the 

area of organisational change influencing the area of positioning, and vice versa. 

10.1.3.3  Research findings with regard to Position 

Research findings show that positioning is not merely a one-time action, but involves a 

continuous process of manoeuvring in respect to both relational and locational spaces in order 

to find the most effective way to achieve its social change goal. In this balancing, NGDOs may 

make choices that diverge radically from the expected (box 10.1.3.3). These choices refer to 

both the actors with whom they choose to engage (relational) and the level(s) at which they 

work (locational). Both are covered by an NGDO’s approach to engaging. As described under 

changing (10.1.2), their primary choices are guided by mechanisms in which the organisation’s 

identity has been harnessed for action. In its most naked form, identity thus guides choices 

regarding, for example, the organisation’s scope. In their turn, these underlie secondary choices 

related to achieving the organisation’s social change goal. Tertiary choices such as the 

organisation’s approach to networking, are framed by those related to the scope and the social 

change goal. Secondary and particularly, tertiary choices are appreciably influenced by 

contextual factors.

Box 10.1.3.3: going against the flow 

With the change in donor priorities from the 1990s onwards, more funds were 

made available for (inter)national policy advocacy, while those reserved for, 

among others, agriculture diminished. Against the trend of NGDOs moving into 

international arenas, lured not only by the funds but also by the high profile they 

could obtain, MYRADA decided to focus on strengthening local economies. They 

concentrated on strengthening the local institutions and supporting them in 

expanding their linkages with other actors.  

(from chapter 5) 
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If the suggestion of a continuous change intervention theory is accepted, change is 

perceived as a continuous process of intertwining activities, relationships and sense-making 

(Boonstra 2004b). In such a process, an equilibrium-seeking cycle of freeze-rebalance-

unfreeze-freeze emerges (Weick and Quinn 1999).42 To freeze continual change is to make 

patterns visible e.g. through narratives, metaphors, and schemes. To rebalance is to reinterpret, 

re-label and re-sequence the patterns so that they unfold with fewer blockages. To unfreeze is 

to resume improvisation, translation, and learning in ways that are now more mindful. Two 

issues that emerged from the research findings need emphasising. Firstly, as social change 

organisations, the NGDOs studied can be seen to actively intervene in each stage in the cycle 

of freeze-rebalance-unfreeze-freeze. For example, they can write a concept note about a 

phenomenon (freezing), organise a workshop to discuss implications and possible actions 

(rebalancing), and support participating organisations to adjust workshop outputs to their 

situation (unfreeze). Secondly, in the continuous change intervention theory the local level is 

underlined as the level where people interact and make sense of their own social reality43

(Boonstra 2004b). The empirical data point out that rather than confining themselves to the local 

level, the NGDOs actively move between higher and lower levels in a dynamic process of 

interaction. By consciously relating with and linking actors located at different levels, they are 

able to successfully achieve their transformational social change goal. 

10.1.3.4  Comparison with theoretical sources of Strategic Position 

The research findings show that NGDOs are pragmatic in their choices regarding relational 

and locational aspects. They may be described in the literature as part of civil society or the 

political community, but they do not hesitate to engage across a wide spectrum of actors and 

levels in pursuit of their social change goal. Identity and values play an important orienting role, 

influencing a range and hierarchy of choices. Thus, its position in society and distance from 

government (Fowler 2000a) as stated in the points of departure with regard to strategic position 

(10.1.3.1) offers a restricted and static frame of mind which cannot capture how an NGDO 

manages to achieve its change goal by translating its identity into strategies of engaging. 

42 See section 7.1.3.1. 
43 See section 7.3.1. At the local level, multiple realities may be voiced and contribute to small-scale changes, which 
can have decisive consequences because of self-reinforcing feedback loops and relations in a social network 
(Boonstra 2004b). 
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10.1.3.5  Conclusions and debate with regard to Position 

An NGDO is an organisation whose main purpose is to influence its and other actors’ 

contexts to bring about its social change goal. To achieve this, the NGDO has to constantly 

make and balance choices. Focusing on positioning instead of position creates space for a 

dynamic perspective which enhances understanding of this process of choice-making. 

Positioning covers both relational and locational aspects and can be perceived as the process 

of engaging with the NGDO’s environment. Identity and values form the core elements that 

orient this process. 

The concepts of positioning and organising are considered useful to keep track of the dual 

outlook that a social change actor has to balance. They can thus help to unravel the 

complexities and intricacies of changing with these actors.  

10.2 Newly emerging fields 

Throughout the research, two new fields surfaced: learning and choice-making emerged as 

intimately intertwined with changing and sense-making in all case organisations. For clarity’s 

sake, these processes are presented separately. However, the research findings show that they 

are actively linked together by an NGDO in order to achieve its social change goal. In section 

10.2.1 the relationships between learning and changing will be explored, and in section 10.2.2 

the relationships between choice-making and changing. In sections 10.2.3 and 10.2.4, the 

complete picture is provided by presenting sense-making, changing, learning and choice-

making in one model. 

10.2.1 Changing and Learning44

While learning itself was not one of the original research themes, research findings pointed 

out an inseparable relationship with changing. Two theoretical notions are presented here that 

help organise the research findings: mode of learning45 and interactive learning in which acting, 

reflecting and learning are inseparable (Boonstra 2004a).46

44 For further explanation and details, the reader is referred to sections 7.2.4, 7.3.4, and 9.4.
45 See section 7.3.4: First-order learning applies to improving actions based on an acquired store of knowledge and 
experience. Second-order learning pertains to reflecting, while acting through an interactive process of asking 
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A number of interesting insights of learning with NGDOs have emerged, which expand the 

understanding of how they tie together acting, reflecting and learning.  

A first insight is that NGDOs provide for an intense interaction between tacit and explicit 

knowledge47 by actively mixing formal and informal channels and spaces, and individual and 

collective formal and informal knowledge. In this way, a chemistry is created that enhances 

learning. The research findings suggest that this chemistry does not only take place within the 

organisation, but that NGDOs also use this in their positioning (see fourth insight below).  

A second insight is that there is an active and incessant linking between learning and acting 

or changing: learning underpins and follows all processes of changing, uniting organising and 

positioning. First-order learning is aimed at improving, that is, influencing the flow of events 

through enactment. Second-order learning is directed at doing things differently, meant to create 

different images of reality and therefore interacting with selection and interpretation. Third-order 

learning requires reflection on one’s own manner of thinking, acting and learning and the 

underlying assumptions, and thus works upon the organisation’s culture and identity, and the 

way retention takes place.  

Figure 10.2.1 shows the configuration of sense-making, changing and learning with their 

different modes. In this representation, modes of learning overlay modes of changing like 

transparencies in an overhead projector. Modes of learning and changing can be synchronised, 

for example, in the case of incremental learning with the mode of learning paralleling the mode 

of changing. This happens when learning is - often courageously - tied with changing through 

tireless experimenting of all sorts, such as field trials or concept notes first sent out to a small 

circle of actors. However, the empirical material shows that NGDOs can also first make a 

conceptual leap (third-order learning) and then, through first- and second-order changing and 

learning, realise a third-order change. In this way, they learn how to shape a visionary idea in 

questions, testing, reflecting, and adjusting while acting. With third-order changes, where problems are ambiguous 
and renewal processes are initiated by interactions in organisational networks, learning and acting reach another 
level and go further than the existing concepts about learning of individuals within organisations. In third-order 
learning, according to Schön (1983), it is a matter of reflection on reflection-in-action”.  This means reflecting on 
one’s own manner of thinking, acting and learning and the underlying assumptions on which they are based. 
Interactive processes of sense-making, exchange and sharing within which there is space for multiple-voice dialogue 
within social realities facilitates the acquisition of this type of knowledge (Argyris and Schön 1978; Schön 1983. In: 
Boonstra 2004a; 2004b).   
46 See 7.3.4 on Interactive learning and changing. 
47 See 7.3.4: Tacit knowledge is action-oriented and can only be acquired through learning by doing (Polanyi 1962; 
1966. In: Lam 2004). In consequence, it cannot be easily codified and transmitted independently from the knowing 
subject. The transfer of this kind of personal, intuitive knowledge requires social interaction and the development of 
shared understanding and trust among knowing subjects. In contrast, explicit or formal knowledge is acquired 
through formal education and reading. It can be formulated, abstracted and transferred across time and space 
independently from the subjects.
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concrete situations by stepwise introducing changes. Under certain conditions, changing and 

learning of different orders can thus occur in any causal sequence.  

A third insight is that NGDOs can further speed up the learning process by using their identity 

and values to guide and correct their actions. Identity and values on their own do not provide 

any advantage, but harnessed as compasses and litmus tests48, they enhance the efficiency 

and effectiveness of learning. An example is given in box 10.2.1.  

Box 10.2.1: tightening the learning and changing spiral

PEG’s founders have been concerned about problems related to mainstream 

policy-making and the effects on public interest. Driven by a desire to make an 

impact despite its small size, PEG has always been on the lookout for ways to 

further its agenda. As a consequence, learning has been the backbone of its 

approach. Through intensive interactions, the question whether an action was 

effective or not was quickly translated into an adjustment or, at times, 

transformation of its approach. This articulation of lessons contributed to a rapid 

evolution of its development model, in which Transparency, Accountability and 

Participation (TAP49) plays a central role. Soon, PEG learnt to revolve its actions 

around three fundamental questions:  

1. What does or will advancing TAP mean?  

2. Where can maximum TAP space be created with the longest-term effect? 

3. Has TAP been furthered?  

These questions express PEG’s action-orienting mechanisms of compass, a 

lesson articulated as a generic criterion, and its litmus test, all focused on TAP. 

The mechanisms put across a systematic approach to linking changing with 

learning by moving between “what to do” and “what have we done”. The 

continual application of these three mechanisms has pushed PEG to think 

creatively, learn efficiently and build relentlessly upon earlier results. In 

consequence, in a relatively short time span, PEG has grown dramatically in 

impact and outreach. 

(based on: 8.2.1.5) 

48 See section 10.1.2.3: Role of identity and values. 
49 TAP is PEG’s compass (see also box 10.1.1.3a) 
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Figure 10.2.1: configuration of sense-making, changing and learning

Figure 10.2.1 shows the configuration of sense-making, changing and learning with their 

different modes. First-order learning applies to improving actions based on an acquired store of 

knowledge and experience. Second-order learning refers to doing things differently. In third-order 

learning, according to Schön (1983), it is a matter of “reflection on reflection-in-action”.  This means 

reflecting on one’s own manner of thinking, acting and learning and the underlying assumptions. In 

this representation, modes of learning overlay modes of changing like transparencies in an 

overhead projector whereby modes of learning and changing are synchronised. Asynchrony 

between modes of learning and changing is also possible. Although the exact nature of 

relationships between modes of changing and learning needs to be further spelled out, the figure 

outlines the interrelatedness between the two processes. 

Figure 10.2.1 further displays all six action-orienting mechanisms (in italic), locating them in 

relation to components of sense-making. Selective permeability, transcribing and hypothesising 
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interact mainly with selection and interpretation. Compasses and litmus tests orient acting and 

enacting by organisations. Finally, articulation of lessons into generic action-orienting criteria can 

work both upwards in the configuration, influencing acting and enacting, as well as downwards, 

working upon retention, that is the articulation of plausible maps. 

Through their action-guiding and -correcting character, compasses and litmus tests 

contribute to a further tightening of the changing and learning spiral. Importantly, although 

quantifiable or formal results are created and used by NGDOs, these do not inform either 

compasses or litmus tests. Both sprout from and feed back into a shared value system and 

mature through intensive interactions around reflection-in-action. Hence, they can only be 

understood and applied effectively when embedded within an organisational culture, without 

which a compass like “Advancing Transparency, Accountability and Participation” remains a 

hollow rallying cry.

The learning and changing spiral is further tightened when lessons are articulated into action-

guiding criteria of a more general nature that incorporate aspects of reflection-on-reflection-in-

action (see figure 10.2.1) and future-oriented hypothesising. Articulation of lessons forms a sixth 

mechanism used by an NGDO, in which the organisation’s identity is harnessed as an action-

orienting element. It should be noted that it is the combined use of all six mechanisms that fuels 

and tightens linkages between processes of sense-making, changing and learning.  

The fourth insight relates to an NGDO’s dual outlook. In order to achieve their long-term goal, 

NGDOs not only learn from other actors, but also actively contribute to their learning. For this, 

they show an astute flexibility in terms of products and processes that allows them to interact in 

a variety of contexts with a range of actors, and a diligence to link organisational and 

institutional levels. Some examples are presented in Box 10.2.1. A dynamic of inside-outside 

interactions can be identified in which the intentionally shaped selective permeability plays a 

central role.  

Conclusions with regard to learning 

Learning underpins all modes of changing. Much learning with NGDOs resembles interactive 

learning in uncertain and dynamic situations. NGDOs interlace acting, reflecting and learning in 

various ways, one of which is the creation of a chemistry between tacit and explicit knowledge. 

They also actively link changing with learning, the striking feature being that they harness their 

identity as action-guiding aids such as compasses and litmus tests. Articulating lessons into  
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Box 10.2.1: examples of clever interacting for learning

a- Range of actors: 

Prayas Energy Group produces, among others, sophisticated techno-

economic analyses with which they are able to interact convincingly with 

organisations that resemble professional or machine bureaucracies, such as 

government corporations or research institutes.  

The Health Group formulates and presents the same information in many 

different ways reaching out to a wide range of audiences, varying from slum 

dwellers to medical experts. 

The RELI Group translates emergent policies for grassroots-level activists 

and organisations to facilitate their participation, and conversely, grassroots 

demands and interests into documents for policy-makers. 

b- Interlacing of levels: 

Local innovations are not left simply to diffuse but are actively used by 

MYRADA for interactions with a range of actors located at other levels, e.g. by 

inviting high-ranking bank officials to visit a project site. 

A draft policy on tribals was put up on the government site. The RELI policy 

advocacy team translated this into the local language and sent it to a wide 

circle of grassroots organisations, together with its own analysis. Comments 

collected were discussed at a state-level meeting organised by the RELI team. 

State-level committees were set up. Seminars were organised at the grassroots 

level with a range of tribal organisations. A state document was elaborated 

based on all inputs. With this document, the team was able to represent 

Maharasthra in regional and national consultations. Back at their base, the 

team translated the national declaration and elaborated a document containing 

all earlier reports, which was again distributed to collaborating organisations.  

more general action-guiding criteria is another mechanism that ties changing with learning. It 

forms the sixth mechanism in which the organisation’s identity and values have been harnessed 

for action, the five identified earlier being hypothesising, transcribing, selective permeability, 
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compasses and litmus tests. A final conclusion refers to the active contribution of NGDOs to 

learning of other actors. In order to achieve their social change goal, NGDOs ingeniously 

interact with a wide range of actors, through a variety of products and processes, thereby 

skilfully weaving together different levels. 

10.2.2 Changing and Choice-making50

10.2.2.1 Emergence of choice-making 

As with learning, the second new field of choice-making emerged throughout the study as 

intimately interlinked with changing. In this study, the term choice-making is used deliberately 

rather than deciding, or choosing. Choice-making emphasises both the range of choices and the 

active process of weighing and balancing them.  

10.2.2.2 Descriptors of organising and positioning 

To achieve its social change goal, an NGDO continually faces choices about its organising 

and positioning that are ambiguous in scope and significance. Understanding the murky 

processes of choice-making and the relationships with changing was greatly helped by the 

identification of eight descriptors. These represent ranges in choices that have emerged as 

important when one seeks to understand processes of positioning and organising. For 

organising, they are the descriptors of centralisation, diversity, size, formality and age. For 

positioning, they are the descriptors of level, sources of financing, and networking. A ninth 

descriptor of Content of development approach has been hinted at, but needs more detailing. In 

individual cases, other descriptors may be of relevance, but generally, these eight descriptors 

are seen to relate intimately to essential features of any NGDO, that is their identity, legitimacy, 

effectiveness and sustainability. They are shown in table 10.2.2.2. 

Real-life choice-making is not about exclusive either-or choices, but entails multiplicity. 

Rather than an axis between two poles, each descriptor are to be perceived as a multi-

dimensional space with each dimension representing a choice-making option. For example, the 

choice is not between own, internal or external sources of financing. The descriptor Sources of 

50 For a detailed argumentation: see section 9.5 
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Table 10.2.2.2: descriptors of Organising and Positioning  
(from table 9.5.1. See also sections 7.12.3 and 9.5) 

Descriptors of Positioning Descriptors of Organising 

Level
Where the organisation focuses its efforts for 

change, i.e. local, national, regional, international 

Centralisation

The degree to which authority and 

responsibility are spread down- and outwards 

within an organisation 

Sources of financing

Where an organisation obtains its funds 

Diversity

The degree of variation among an 

organisation’s staff members, programme 

areas, systems, development approaches, etc. 

Networking

The degree to which the organisation works 

together with other actors in areas of agreed 

interest

Size 

The organisation’s scale, particularly in terms 

of staff and budget 

(Content of development approach)

The activities undertaken by the organisation to 

achieve its mission and organisational goals 

Formality

The degree to which organisational processes 

are captured in explicit systems and 

procedures 

Age

The chronological and emotional age of the 

organisation  

financing can consist of two own, internal sources (the sale of services and the undertaking of 

income-generating projects) and of at least three external sources (government, corporation, 

donor agency). An illustration of a possible multi-dimensional shape (the set of choices made by 

one NGDO) is provided in figure 9.5.1.  

An actual choice entails allocating efforts to one or more options within a descriptor and less 

or none to others, and can be represented by a location within the multi-dimensional space. As 

each choice brings with it trade-offs, choosing a location in a descriptor entails the balancing of 

gains and risks. Some examples of weighing risks in choice-making are provided in section 9.5.  
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The process of choice-making is further complicated as choices and their trade-offs are 

interlinked in direct and indirect ways51, depending on the actual situation and the organisation’s 

characteristics. For example, accepting external financing can have direct implications for its 

size and the level at which the organisation works, and indirect implications for networking, 

formality and centralisation. In this example, the organisation can grow in size because of the 

funds available. It also accepts funds to become active at a global level. As the funding agency 

regularly funds networking activities for its partner organisations, the organisation becomes 

interested. Because of the donor requirements, the organisation decides to tighten its systems 

and procedures; it prefers to achieve this through strengthening the head office.  

Together the descriptors form an interlinked universe of multi-dimensional spaces: the 

choice-making constellation. The dynamic and interlinked nature of descriptors is depicted in 

figure 10.2.2.2. At any one moment, actual choices are theoretically represented by locations 

within the choice-making constellation. However, constellations of locations or actual choices 

are fluid. They are created and recreated in an ever dynamic search for a combination of 

coupled locations, and thus a mixture of trade-offs that the organisation considers optimum 

given, among others, its characteristics (its values in particular), the current set of hypotheses, 

and the particular state of its context52. This implies that balancing choices and their trade-offs is 

a never-ending process. 

Besides the transience of the fit of a set of actual choices or constellation of locations, a set 

of choices expressed, for example, in a certain development practice, is not simply transferable 

to other organisations as it is embedded in the organisation’s history, identity and context53.

10.2.2.3 Choice-making, identity and context 

Although too few data are available to draw definitive conclusions, suggestions did emerge of 

a hierarchy of choices based on the mode of choice-making. Third-order choices, such as the 

regarding the organisation’s work area, appear most closely linked with an organisation’s 

identity. With second- and first-order choices, the influence of the organisation’s identity is less 

and choice-making appears to depend increasingly on contextual factors. An example of a  

51 Relationships can be like one ball at the pool table hitting five other balls in different directions with different 
speeds, some of which in their turn may move other balls (section 9.5: linkages between descriptors).  
52 Figure 9.6 gives some examples of simplified constellations. 
53 This goes against, for example, the emphasis put by donor agencies on best practices to be copied by other 
organisations. 
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Figure 10.2.2.2: constellation of choice- making as an interlinked universe of descriptors
(from figure 9.5.2.) 

Figure 10.2.2.2 represents the choice-making constellation as a dynamic and interlinked universe of 

multi-dimensional descriptors. At any one moment, actual choices are theoretically represented by 

locations within the relevant descriptors-shapes of the choice-making constellation. However, 

constellations of locations or actual choices are fluid as they are created and recreated in the search for 

a combination of locations and mixture of trade-offs that the organisation considers optimum at that 

particular moment. This implies that balancing choices and their trade-offs is a never-ending process, 

resulting in fluctuating inter-linkages between descriptors. The connecting lines represent examples of 

possible linkages between descriptors.54

second-order choice is an organisation’s vision how to bring about change in the sector that 

relates to the chosen work area, and of a first-order choice, the organisation’s networking 

strategy. In the latter, choices are more determined by contextual factors than by the 

organisation’s values and identity. From the data a number of contextual factors were identified 

that influence networking, such as the specific actors in the sector, their characteristics and their 

54 Table 9.5.2 gives examples of the interrelationships between descriptors 
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actions, funding flows, development approaches of other actors that can offer lessons and open 

niches, and the framework created by the government. 

10.2.2.4 Use of the choice-making constellation 

The representation of key dimensions of choice-making in a dynamic model helps an 

organisation to look at the current and future fit of its constellation of locations, and to reflect on 

crucial inter-linkages in its choices. It further contributes in making a complex process more 

explicit and transparent, for example, by spelling out the current and future choices and their 

trade-offs. In this way, wider participation of, for example, staff members is made possible. 

Finally, the constellation helps organisations to compare (sets of) choices to broaden their own 

mindsets and thinking. 

Two characteristics of the choice-making model are thought to be pivotal. First, the model 

stresses fluidity through the fleetingness of sets of actual choices. This strengthens an 

organisation’s discernment of the complexity and dynamism of choice-making and changing 

processes. Second, the model emphasises multi-dimensionality, at the level of individual 

descriptors as well as of the choice-making constellation. Thinking in multi-dimensionality of 

choices can expand an organisation’s search for unconventional answers to complex questions. 

An example is given in Box 10.2.2.4 

Box 10.2.2.4: being small, thinking big 

PEG has chosen to remain physically small, mainly because of the 

difficulty in recruiting suitable people and in order to manage vulnerabilities. 

Nevertheless, it has been able to overcome limitations related to a small size 

by growing ‘big’ through other descriptors. For example, it has developed 

innovative approaches to networking and decentralising. These have helped 

PEG to achieve an impressive scale of outreach. The fact that PEG has been 

effective at a wide scale despite its small size has enhanced its reputation. 

(see section 8.2.1) 
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10.2.2.5 Comparison with theoretical sources on strategic change 

In Tichy’s model for managing change55, choice-making is implicit. The model also 

presupposes that, however fleetingly, harmony or strategic alignment can be reached. 

Reachability of strategic alignment is also assumed in the dilemmas of managing change as 

touched upon by Pettigrew et al. (1992). In contrast, the research findings point to the centrality 

of choice-making. Making choice-making explicit through the constellation makes the complex 

process involved more transparent. It also makes clear that instead of striving for harmony; the 

crux lies in balancing trade-offs and gains of multi-dimensional and interlinked choices. 

10.2.2.6 Organisational embedding of learning and choice-making56

Placing choice-making in a comparative organisational framework can further broaden 

thinking and understanding. One way to achieve this is by juxtaposing an NGDO’s development 

approach and its actual choice-making constellation with Lam’s models of organisational 

learning (2004). She describes four categories of knowledge: embrained (individual–explicit), 

embodied (individual–tacit), encoded (collective–explicit) and embedded (collective–tacit) 

knowledge. Based on these knowledge types, she creates four models of organisational 

learning.57 In a professional bureaucracy the knowledge category embrained knowledge 

dominates. A machine bureaucracy leans on encoded knowledge. An operating adhocracy

draws on embodied knowledge and is a highly organic form with a low degree of standardisation 

of knowledge and work. It has a strong capacity to generate tacit knowledge through interaction, 

experimentation and problem-solving. The last model functions mainly on embedded 

knowledge. The J-form organisation combines organic, non-hierarchical teams or task forces 

with a formal hierarchical managerial structure, where learning occurs through interaction and 

by creating joint learning-by-doing experiences. The organisational forms are presented in Table 

10.2.2.6 (for a detailed description: see table 7.3.4). 

55 See table 2.2. 
56 See section 10.6 Bringing together organisational embedding and choice-making 
57 For a detailed explanation, see section 7.3.4 on learning, organisational and societal embedding. See also table 
7.1.3.4. 
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Table 10.2.2.6: Models of organisational learning (taken from: Lam 2004) 

 Individual knowledge agent  Collective knowledge agent 

High standardisation 

of knowledge and 

work  

Professional bureaucracy 

- Embrained knowledge 

- Narrow learning 

* Lack of shared perspectives 

and formal demarcation of job 

boundaries inhibit the transfer 

of tacit knowledge.  

Serious difficulty when faced 

with radical change in the 

environment. 

Machine bureaucracy 

- Encoded knowledge 

- Superficial learning 

* Highly fragmented knowledge that 

only becomes integrated at the top 

resulting in a loss of tacit knowledge. 

Unable to cope with novelty as 

accumulation of new knowledge 

occurs through slow process of 

formalisation and institutionalisation.  

Low standardisation of 

knowledge and work 

Operating adhocracy 

- Embodied knowledge 

- Dynamic learning 

* Potential problem of 

knowledge accumulation, 

because of frequent 

restructuring and shifting of 

individuals between project 

teams. 

J-form organisation 

- Embedded knowledge 

- Cumulative learning 

* Potentially its stable social 

structure and shared knowledge 

base reduce capabilities to learn 

from deviance and contrary 

experience. J-form organisations 

may find it difficult to innovate 

radically. 

An NGDO’s development approach can be schematised in a model for achieving change that 

shows the main steps and loops 58. The actual positions in its choice-making constellation can 

be represented by locations in a simplified multi-dimensional space (see for example figure 9.6).  

Bringing together the ideal-type models of organisational learning, the organisation’s model 

to achieve change, and the constellation of locations reveals potential threats or weak areas, as 

well as deviant choices. The latter may represent discoveries of canny ways to avoid problems 

other organisations have experienced with a certain model of organisational learning. This is 

illustrated in box 10.2.2.6. 

58 See section 9.6 for examples of the case organisations. 
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Box 10.2.2.6:
Insights emerging from comparing an operating adhocracy with an 
organisation’s choice-making constellation and model for achieving 
change.

Prayas Energy Group (PEG) resembles an operating adhocracy as 

described by Lam (2004). Nevertheless, it has found astute ways to avoid 

problems of knowledge accumulation and retention usually associated with 

adhocracies. These can be identified in part in the set of choices and in part in 

its model for achieving change. With regard to knowledge accumulation, PEG’s 

model for achieving change stresses knowledge articulation during several 

stages. According to Lam, formal professional knowledge may play only a 

limited role. However, as the descriptor for formality shows, it is in the area of 

formal, explicit professional knowledge that PEG is able to beat its opponents 

and gain admirers. Its formal knowledge products allow it to interact with a 

range of actors including machine or professional bureaucracies. In addition, 

the experimenting and interactive problem-solving as mentioned by Lam is not 

limited to the individual members. The location on the descriptor tending 

towards networking points to PEG’s conscious drawing on external interaction 

to enrich and benchmark its own actions. 

Regarding knowledge retention, the following can be observed. Its choice-

making constellation shows a location emphasising centralisation. That is, PEG 

has strong centralising and homogenising forces of shared values, 

organisation-wide compasses and a well-developed joined experience-base 

achieved through intense collaboration. These are of such strength that they 

are strong enough to withstand pulls and pushes to leave the organisation. 

Although physically it is a relatively young organisation, PEG also shows a 

location between young and old, as its centralising forces are characteristic of 

older organisations.

(taken from section 9.6) 
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It should be stressed that the significance of merging a model and constellations does not lie 

in a measurable comparison. Rather, making apparent the plurality of choices can serve as an 

encouragement for reflection and creative thinking.  

While Lam’s ideal-type models of organisational learning (2004) can enrich the choice-

making constellation with insights about the organisational setting in which processes of 

changing and choice-making take place, they also have some weaknesses. Lam’s models 

appear to focus on a static organisation within fixed boundaries. In consequence, relying solely 

on her models brings along the risk of misinterpreting deviances, and losing sight of the 

dynamic nature of learning and the linkages with changing and choice-making. Some tricky 

areas are not covered in her models. For example, her models do not take into consideration 

the multiple challenges an NGDO has to face. A number of descriptors are also left uncovered, 

that is: level, sources of financing, networking, age, and content of development approach. Also, 

the models ignore the context in which the organisation works and which inspires choice-

making. What are the choices that can be made to achieve the social change goal given a 

turbulent environment, a scarcity of well-qualified experts with an interest in pro-poor issues and 

a myriad, sometimes aggressive, foes, in a sector with no existing experience-base to contradict 

a doctrine that flushes down on unprepared actors? Dealing with such multi-dimensional 

questions is a common challenge for NGDOs. Organisations may strive to achieve the 

advantages of an ideal-type organisational form, yet accomplish this by different solutions than 

pointed out by Lam. 

10.2.2.7 Conclusions with regard to Choice-making 

Choice-making is intimately linked with changing, sense-making, and learning. Eight 

descriptors have been identified, each representing a range in an NGDO’s choice in organising 

or positioning. Each descriptor is multi-dimensional in shape and interlinked with other 

descriptors. Together, they form a constellation of choice-making. Actual choices represented 

by locations within the descriptors, form a temporary representation, because conditions and 

therefore choices continually change.  

Blending an organisation’s model for achieving development and its choice-making 

constellation with Lam’s models of organisational learning can bring out a number of important 

insights, among others, by highlighting the plurality of choices to achieve an advantage of a 

model of organisational learning.
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10.2.3  Sense-making, Changing, Learning and Choice-making  

In this section, the insights and perspectives on sense-making, changing (that is organising 

and positioning), learning and choice-making are brought together: the SiCLiC synthesis model. 

10.2.3.1 A synthesis model: the SiCLiC configuration 

Expanding further the configuration of sense-making, changing and learning (figure 10.2.1) 

by inserting the choice-making constellation (figure 10.2.2) creates the Sense-makIng, 

Changing, LearnIng and Choice-making or SiCLiC configuration represented in figure 10.2.3.1. 

The elements in italic represent insights gained from NGDOs about action-orienting 

mechanisms based on their identity. These are: selective permeability, transcribing signals, 

formulation of future-oriented hypotheses, articulation of general action-guiding criteria, 

compasses, and litmus tests. 

There is something paradoxical in capturing an untidy, messy and inherently entangled 

process (Weick 2001) in neat boxes or balloons which look suggestively linearly connected. 

Hence, there are two important observations. Firstly, the components of sense-making, 

changing, learning and choice-making should not be understood as fixed parallel columns. 

Rather, they should be perceived as superimposing as they relate to each other as transparent 

overlaying sheets. Secondly, although in this figure, time is an implicit dimension in the form of 

prior, current and future choices, actions, and images of the context, it is important not to 

interpret this figure in a linear or sequential way. For example, first-, second- and third-order do 

not relate to a sequence in time, but to the level of complexity or depth of change or learning. 

As can be seen from figure 10.2.3.1, the SiCLiC configuration greatly broadens Weick’s 

(1999; 2001) ‘untidy’ process of sense-making with its loosely coupled emphases of enactment, 

selection-interpretation, retention and remembering. These four emphases have been expanded 

by relating them to mode of changing (first-, second-, third-order), which clarifies the role of 

identity and values. The six identity-based action-orienting mechanisms have been positioned in 

relation to Weick’s sense-making components, showing how NGDOs influence the dynamics in 

the sense-making process. Finally, enacting, and thus acting, has been linked with changing in 

which an NGDO’s dual outlook as a social change actor has been made more explicit by 

differentiating organising and positioning.  
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Weick’s process of sense-making has been changing broadened by relating it with (modes 

of) learning and with choice-making constellations. The intertwining, or better, superimposing of 

these processes of sense-making, changing, learning and choice-making offer important 

insights, that were ignored in Weick’s representation. Among others, these insights refer to: 

 The use of selective permeability by an NGDO, facilitating interactions with the contexts 

while guarding its boundaries;  

 The relationships between modes of changing, which clarify the role of identity and critical 

experiences in fuelling and guiding third-order changes; 

 The close links of learning with changing and sense-making, and the ability of NGDOs to 

strengthen these links by applying identity-harnessing mechanisms such as articulation of 

lessons;  

 Recognition of the process of choice-making, which has highlighted the NGDO as a 

conscious actor, able to deliberately use its identity and values. 

Paradoxically, the synthesis configuration of sense-, changing, learning and choice-making 

helps to unravel the complex flows of processes which in real life are tangled. Above all, it 

demonstrates the actor’s own contribution.  

10.2.3.2  Identity, Meaning and Engaging as interrelated core perspectives 

In literature on NGDOs, a number of streams can be identified that partition the ways in 

which NGDOs understand who they are, define their relationships, and decide what they should 

do. One such partition emerges when the focus is entirely on how much and how well an NGDO 

has achieved its objectives59, ignoring the role played by values. A contrasting partition 

emphasises values in management or organising60. This stream of literature ignores how 

NGDOs create meaning and establish relationships as social change actors, simplifying their 

reality. There are many more partitions, resulting in limited perceptions of how NGDOs function 

59 See, for example, The non-profit sector: for what and for whom, an impact assessment study of the non-profit 
sector in almost 40 countries (Salamon, Hems, and Chinnock 2000). 
60 In a comparative study of profit and non-profit approaches to building high-performing organisations, Letts, Ryan 
and Grossman (1999) identify a number of values that form non-profit assets. The values that are considered to be 
distinctive non-profit assets are all linked to organising: commitment to service, teamwork and employee 
empowerment. Another example is Paton’s (1999: 133) statement that “the burgeoning professionally-oriented 
literature on the voluntary sector management is unanimous in affirming the important and pervasive implications 
for managers of an organisation’s value base”. 
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and contribute to development processes as “complex, purposeful systems” (Fowler 2000b) 

working in dynamic contexts.   

These partitions inhibit moving beyond an idealised, but vague and abstract image of 

NGDOs as value-driven organisations. Such a move is necessary to achieve an understanding 

that takes into account the organisation’s identity and relevance. Without questioning the 

potential usefulness of the different views and recommendations proposed by the different 

streams, there is a need to go beyond linear thinking such as “moving from vision to action in 

development work” (Fowler 1997: 45). In reality, NGDOs simultaneously confront multi-

dimensional challenges related to shaping ‘vision in action’, ‘action in vision’, ‘engaging in 

action’, ‘vision in engaging’, ‘engaging for vision’, and so on.  

The SiCLiC configuration allows for a synchronous examination of multiple dimensions. 

Positioning with its descriptors of networking, sources of financing and level, can be perceived 

as an NGDO’s approach to engage with the context. Engaging is also guided by the application 

of selective permeability. The coupling between changing, flow of events, selection-

interpretation, and images of reality (see figure 10.2.3.1) can be understood as the NGDO’s 

approach to achieve its goal or create meaning as a social change actor. Pictured in this way, 

the SiCLiC configuration makes it possible to observe individual choices as embedded in a 

historical context and life experiences, understanding details of how these values are being 

harnessed to achieve the social change goal, and appreciating the manoeuvring of interlinked 

trade-offs.  It illustrates some of the intricacies of how a development actor uses its identity to 

engage and to create meaning, and in the process learns and changes. Thus, in a way, the 

SiCLiC configuration provides a frame with which to ‘loosely couple’ the different streams of 

literature on NGDOs.  

10.2.3.3 Conclusion with regard to the SiCLiC configuration  

The SiCLiC configuration that has emerged from the study represents a move away from 

classic change management strategies centred on planning and design towards an intricately 

interlinked dynamism of sense-making, changing, learning, and choice-making. It shows the use 

of the NGDO’s identity to fuel a dynamic of engaging and creating meaning. Its relevance will be 

further discussed in the next section.  
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10.3 The harvest 

10.3.1  Scope of research findings 

The insights presented in this thesis were obtained with a from-within position of the 

researcher and in consequence, a micro-level lens. With a macro-level lens, the landscape of 

change looks different. It is believed that a micro perspective on change allows one to perceive 

the intricacies of change more fully, especially in a historical sense. More importantly, a micro 

perspective makes apparent the critical linkages between processes and the individual or 

collective actors’ own contributions. 

A from-within position would not have been possible without a relationship of trust and 

confidence between the researcher and the case organisations. Such a relationship demands 

that a researcher be at least minimally familiar with the cases, while at the same time 

maintaining sufficient detachment to observe critically. Strauss and Corbin (1998) state that in 

qualitative research, objectivity does not mean controlling the variables, but openness, a 

willingness to listen and to give voice to respondents. They present five ways to achieve 

objectivity:

1. Think comparatively: by comparing incident to incident in the data, and by using literature or 

experience to stimulate thinking about properties or dimensions; 

2. Obtain multiple views of an event; 

3. Periodically step back and ask what is going on here?; 

4. Maintain an attitude of scepticism: all theoretical explanations, hypotheses etc. should be 

regarded as provisional, to be confronted with data in subsequent interviews or 

observations;

5. Follow research procedures of making comparisons, asking questions and sampling based 

on evolving theoretical concepts. 

While all five ways have been adopted in this research process, two instances in particular 

are worth pointing out. The first is an example of “maintaining an attitude of scepticism”. When 

the researcher was preparing for the second case, the main advice from the supervisors was to 

try to undermine whatever exciting insights and simmering theoretical explanations she was 

happy to have gathered until then. Despite actively looking for possible omissions or 

weaknesses during the second case study, similar findings have emerged, while differences 
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were largely of degree rather than substantive61. This greatly strengthens confidence that the 

basis of the research findings is valid. Second, it has helped considerably to periodically return 

to the methodological sources, that is, after fieldwork in the first case study, after its analysis, in 

preparation for the second case study, and after fieldwork of the second case study. The 

sceptical attitude and the successive reflections on the methodological sources have helped the 

researcher to comprehend more fully research steps or principles that previously had only an 

abstract sense, and to understand the stage at which the study had arrived. Moreover, it 

contributed to efficiently articulating explicit and tacit knowledge, and thus tightening the 

researcher’s own learning spiral. 

The research findings are firmly grounded in empirical results and, in consequence, are 

clearly context-specific. For example, in countries that do not share India’s long and rich history 

of philanthropy and voluntarism, descriptors of choices and the specific linkages between them 

may well differ.  Furthermore, the case organisations were not selected randomly, but are widely 

perceived to be influential players in their own field and beyond – “high-fliers” in Biekart’s (1999) 

terms.62 These organisations strive to link learning and changing, allow for third-order learning 

and give identity a guiding role. There are good reasons to believe that value-led, impact-driven 

NGDOs operating in dynamic, complex situations, will share important characteristics with the 

case organisations. However, this may not necessarily be the case with other kinds of 

NGDOs. In consequence, the case study organisations in no way pretend to be representative 

of NGDOs in general, and the grounded observations that have emerged from them cannot be 

translated into simplistically transferable practices. They are sparks meant to encourage 

reflection, broaden mindsets and enhance creative thinking.  

10.3.2 Garnering produce 

Bearing in mind the above-mentioned aspects, three categories of findings can be 

distinguished. The first category refers to the methodology used. The study methodology was 

characterised by its grounded naturalistic63 and appreciative approach. This was conducive to 

61 Sections 9.1-3 present, among others, the differences between the case organisations. An example is that 
processes of sharing and discussing strategic issues are less elaborate in the Prayas groups than in MYRADA. Also, 
more than the Prayas’ groups, MYRADA with its hundreds of staff, feels the need to make organisational values 
explicit, turning them into mantras or stories. 
62 see section 3.2.1: selection of case studies 
63 A naturalistic approach studies a group in its natural setting. It is based on the naturalistic paradigm which 
assumes multiple realities, subject-object interrelatedness, and contextuality (Lincoln and Guba 1985).  
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an interactive, joint learning process, to which the creation of various interaction moments along 

the research journey has contributed greatly. Further details are presented in sections 3.2 and 

3.3.

The second category consists of grounded observations about concrete steps taken by the 

case organisations related to sense-making, changing, learning and choice-making, and ways 

to intertwine these. Furthermore, they show inspiring ways in which NGDOs harness their 

identity and values as action-orienting elements. These can effectively guide how they engage 

with others and create meaning as social actors. Hence, the research findings contribute to 

making complex processes more transparent, stimulate creative thinking, and offer handles to 

NGDOs to get a firmer grip on them. The findings thus go beyond demonstrating the wealth that 

can be gathered through an analysis focused on changing (Weick and Quinn 1999) or 

contributing to an empirical refinement of change research (Kahn 1974. In: Weick and Quinn 

1999). They demonstrate how NGDOs as value-led organisations can enrich existing change 

theories.

The third category is made up of grounded theoretical schemes. As has been stressed in 

section 9.6, the SiCLiC configuration, including the constellation of choice-making, does not 

represent or produce measurable positions or flows, nor are there good or bad choices. At the 

theoretical level, an important contribution of the SiCLiC configuration, including the 

constellation of choice-making, is the embedding and relating of a number of theoretical 

concepts. Sense-making is involved as described by Weick (1999; 2001), but the role of an 

organisation’s identity has now been clarified and linked with modes of changing (Bartunek and 

Moch 1987) and learning (Argyris and Schön 1978; Schön 1983. In: Boonstra 2004a; 2004b). 

Additionally, Weick’s representation has been broadened beyond a change panorama by 

including the perspectives on choice-making The propositions by Lam (2004) on the 

organisational embedding of learning have been sharpened by relating her static models with 

dynamic constellations of choice-making to include consideration of divergent and innovative 

choices. Finally, the SiCLiC configuration illustrates a concrete scheme for a continuous change 

intervention theory in which “organising, changing and learning are seen as interactive 

processes in which people construct their relationships, activities and meanings” (Boonstra 

2004b: 451).

The SiCLiC configuration aims to provoke insights in choices made, open eyes for other 

responses and dimensions, and possible opportunities for the future. The SiCLiC configuration 
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thus provides a comparative way of looking, and contributes to understanding an organisation’s 

rationale in a broader interconnected space. In concrete, the couplings and relationships 

provide clues of how successful development actors operate. As a model, the SiCLiC 

configuration represents a comprehensive way to look at important processes that determine 

how an organisation changes and how it achieves change in its context. It is the integrative 

thinking of the SiCLiC configuration – bringing together the different inspirational sources about 

changing, learning, and sense-making, and enriching them with choice-making – that is 

considered a significant contribution of this research. Finally, the SiCLiC configuration 

stimulates an open-minded inquiry into the flexibility, transience, interrelatedness, and multi-

dimensionality of sense- making, changing, learning and choice-making. As such, it contrasts 

with approaches based on rational planning and design. 

10.4 Recommendations and Discussion 

10.4.1  Recommendations for academics and issues for future research  

Change theories 

With regard to the topic of organisational change, a focus on the process of changing 

encourages appreciation of embeddedness, temporal interconnectedness, plurality, and open-

endedness (Pettigrew et al. 1992; Weick and Quinn 1999). Knowledge of first- and second-

order changes is needed to understand causes and effects of third-order changes and vice 

versa. These cannot be understood by focusing on transformational or episodic change only. 

It is significant that social change organisations make deliberate use of their identity to 

determine strategies of creation of meaning and of engaging with the environment. Hence, 

change management researchers should move beyond a perception of organisational culture as 

either supporting or hampering change.64 Identity, values and organisational culture should 

receive a fresh look from an action perspective. 

Finally, change scientists and researchers trained in rationalist, deductive approaches are ill-

equipped to study the everyday reality of organisations that deal with multi-faceted choices in an 

ambiguous and dynamic environment. How do they change and create change in pursuit of their 

grand vision? In enigmatic situations, the search cannot be for one exclusive ‘right’ answer or 

theory. Mental space should be created for composite or hybrid outlines that stimulate reflection, 

64 See, for example, the initial theoretical sources, summarised in section 10.1.2.1 
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trigger “aha”-insights, and broaden understanding of the obscure, fleeting and interconnected 

nature of an NGDO’s work and world. 

NGDO research 

With regard to NGDO research, the study resulted in two recommendations. The first 

concentrates on NGO management research. Light (2000) mentions four interlinked reform 

tides that are imposed onto nonprofit management: scientific management built on best 

practices that all NGDOs should adopt; liberation management based on outcome 

measurement as the compass to guide NGDOs; waste management seeking higher 

performance, for example, through mergers and cost-saving; and watchful eye to discipline 

NGDOs by exposure. A large part of the literature on NGDO management can be grouped 

under these four areas resulting in a multitude of do’s and do–not’s. However, the empirical 

insights from this research show that stimulating material can be obtained when an open-

minded, non-judgemental analysis is followed without the a priori perspective of a particular 

change management theory. There is a great need for case studies that unearth and describe 

the many creative and inspiring approaches used by Southern NGDOs to harness their identity 

and values for action.

 The second recommendation is to counter to the tendency to frame NGDOs either as 

Faustian (e.g. striking a deal with international funders thus gaining high-profile but losing 

legitimacy) or overwhelmed by contemporary threats and challenges65. Such a way of 

perceiving ignores the manoeuvring space NGDOs can and do create to deliberately make 

deviant choices. They can be ideological without a hollow ring because their identities and 

values guide the way they engage, create meaning, learn and change. Their formulation of 

inspiring ways to remain value-led organisations can represent visions of cutting-edge 

approaches beyond the logic (and burden) of the current situation. 

65 A range of threats and challenges can be identified in literature related to international development cooperation, 
NGDOs and civil society. Fowler (2005) sketches the contours of a new development for security framework in 
which international aid premised on poverty reduction is made part of a global security strategy. Lewis (1996: 99) 
states that the “grant aid culture is dying” and sketches the impacts of the resulting “contracts culture” on voluntary 
agencies, for example, by framing them as service providers. Malhotra (2000) outlines an emerging new world order 
in which a number of trends can be identified: shifts in division of roles and relationships between northern and 
southern NGDOs when North and South increasingly become blurred; strengthening fundamentalist trends; 
emerging challenges in relationships between NGDOs themselves related to avoiding becoming mere “ladles in the 
global soup kitchen” (p 66). Lewis and Wallace (2000) point out the issue of relevance against signs of a new 
pragmatism in development policy, the questioning of deep-rooted beliefs and ideologies and the possible backlash 
that could easily follow the surge in attention for NGDOs. They also indicate the rise of the complex political 
emergency and the growth of interstate conflicts. 
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10.4.2  Recommendations for practitioners  

The SiCLiC configuration clearly demonstrates the over-simplicity of approaches that focus 

on a single aspect of management, e.g. professionalisation by enhancing systems, and strategic 

planning methods. Each change in a choice will affect the constellation of choices and in 

consequence the dynamic in the SiCLiC configuration itself. This should caution agencies 

supporting NGDOs or other development organisations that exert pressure on them to adopt 

certain management techniques. 

There is an over-appreciation of explicit knowledge and a misunderstanding or even 

ignorance of tacit knowledge with agencies supporting NGDOs and with NGDOs themselves. 

On the one hand, tacit knowledge cannot be captured in project proposals or progress and 

evaluation reports focused on measurable outcomes. Therefore, a great deal of knowledge is 

getting lost or assumed not to exist. On the other hand, there is a disregard and lack of space 

for articulating tacit knowledge into reflection-in action and reflection on reflection-in-action 

elements. A conscious rebalancing is needed of the two categories of knowledge, and ways 

should be found to weave them together in order to tighten the interaction between changing 

and learning. 

For the researcher, learning has involved an intense process of interaction. To unearth tacit 

knowledge, space for a relationship of trust needed to be created and nurtured. Whatever is 

striking in what was found is a consequence of that space and that relationship, and the 

grounded methods that have enabled the researcher to understand, articulate and present the 

organisations’ perspectives. The question sounds innocent, but it is important to ask why these 

findings, obvious to the researcher’s untutored mind as a forester in management land66, have 

not emerged earlier. Could it be because of the single-aspect management focus with which 

NGDOs are too often approached? Or the dominant North-to-South or West-to-East flow of 

discourse and models without too much concern for a real reciprocity? Or the hurried schedule 

of consultants and donor representatives? Or are the results from such analysis with minimal 

preconceptions just too complex, not fit for toolboxes, or too risky, since there are no best 

practices to push for?  

As mentioned earlier, NGDOs use values and litmus tests to guide and adjust their course of 

action. Such tools go beyond conventional monitoring and evaluation mechanisms as they 

66 Like Alice in Wonderland, I have often asked myself what on earth was going on.  
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involve gut-feelings, identity, life experiences, and values. Much of these less evident assets are 

stored in organisational culture and issues related to identity. Hence, tangible results-oriented 

approaches that come with a specified set of planning and analysis tools are not the most 

effective ones to enrich and deepen a dialogue between development actors. As the SiCLiC 

configuration can enhance understanding, it can help to bridge the divide between a world 

dominated by output measurement and one with contradictions within it, multiple voices, 

ambiguity, and plurality of causes and effects.  

Mitlin, Hickey and Bebbington (2005) observe that in being not-governmental, NGDOs exist 

as alternatives to development and social change through government efforts. They state that 

this is an era when alternativeness needs in-depth rethinking, as currently NGDOs’ 

alternativeness and their capacities to generate alternative thinking and practice appear to have 

been affected by the closer links with government at the cost of their civic roots and linkages 

with social movements. Development actors that propose an alternative development are 

required to take a stand or develop views about issues that are or have become blurred and 

ambiguous, yet have wide-ranging and with long-lasting – albeit not well-understood – effects. 

Examples are participation and democracy, livelihoods, and food security within a context of 

obscurely changing markets, arenas, value chains and forces. In such a context, holding out 

values and identity can nourish processes of sense-making, changing, learning and choice-

making with a sense of direction. This would demand that in times of turbulence, individuals and 

organisations rely more on tacit knowledge and situated learning67 and create dynamic spaces 

for multi-level, multi-actor interactions. To enter into a fulfilling dynamic of interaction requires a 

courageous departure from quantitative, target-oriented, control-led approaches.  

10.4.3 Issues for future research 

The NGDOs studied in this research actively harnessed their identity as action-orienting 

mechanisms. It will be interesting to see whether and how other actors create similar means to 

not only withstand pressures from the context, but also to work upon it.  

67 The school of situated learning asserts that “there is no such thing as abstract learning disconnected from the 
social context, but the very social context determines the way ideas and concepts as well as learning content and 
horizons are incorporated” (Sauquet 2004: 380). Hence, its central concern is that learning processes should be 
interwoven with practice in context. This focus offers a better understanding of the relationship between learning 
and identity building, knowing as ingrained in identity (Shotter, 1993. In: Sauquet, 2004), and the importance of 
others in the construction of identity and knowledge. 
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The SiCLiC configuration emerged from the study of organisations that closely link their 

learning and changing. The question is how sense-making, learning, changing and choice-

making processes take place in other development organisations, e.g. those focusing on 

implementing tangible targets.  

Learning, and especially the interaction between learning within the organisation and in a 

wider network, is a vast area which needs further research. How do organisations tighten the 

interlinking between changing and learning of a third-order, within and across organisations? 

How exactly do modes of changing and learning relate and interact with each other? Further 

work needs to be done on how this occurs, also in other contexts.   

With regard to the choice-making constellation, some issues have been left un- or 

superficially researched. One issue that needs further reflection is a definition of descriptors for 

different situations or (clusters of) organisations, e.g. formality has a different connotation in 

different countries. Networking may have different shapes when action is at one or at different 

levels. Also, the clustering or interlinking of descriptors needs to be detailed further. Answers 

need to be sought to questions such as which linkages between descriptors are intrinsic 

structural ones and which may be organisation-specific? For other contexts or type of 

organisations, thought needs to be given to whether and how other descriptors may play a role, 

such as risk-taking, ownership and femininity.  

The empirical material appears to point to a hierarchy in choice-making, in which first-, 

second- and third-order choices are arranged. While there are some indications regarding, for 

example, relationships between modes of changing, learning and choice-making, further 

research is needed to confirm the suggested hierarchy in choice-making and to detail the 

relationships and interactions with processes of sense-making, changing and learning. This 

could, among others, enhance choice-making of value-led social change actors. 

Exploring the different ideal-type models for organisational learning by Lam (2004) in relation 

to the SiCLiC configuration and especially the choice-making constellation could bring a 

deepening understanding of dynamic and interlinked processes of choice-making and learning. 

Nonetheless, it should be emphasised that thinking about this fusion is still evolving. There are a 

number of unanswered questions, like whether there are more than four ideal-type models, and 

how NGDOs go about creating specific products for different levels with varied learning 

environments.  
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10.5 Futures for NGDOs or the quest of the Monkey King68

Initial problem definition and central research question69

  NGDOs currently face many challenges. The blossoming literature on NGDOs points to 

the need to rethink their identity and legitimacy as development actors (Bebbington 1997), their 

relationships with state and civil society (Edwards and Hulme 1995), their resource base 

(Fowler 2000c), and how to deal with emerging threats and opportunities caused by 

globalisation processes (Brown, Khagram et al. 2000). In the context of a funding crisis within 

International Development Cooperation, these demand a set of deep institutional changes 

among NGDOs.

In the face of these many challenges, there is no clear evidence regarding NGDOs’ 

repositioning processes and the relationships between these and performance, relevance, and 

corresponding internal organising characteristics. Debates about significant strategic change or 

repositioning are typically overshadowed by other issues such as income and size, or the 

supposed fundamental wrongs of the official International Development Co-operation system. 

There has been hardly any systematic research into the triggers and effects of strategic change 

processes. Although over the years, a variety of experiences with change or repositioning 

processes in southern NGDOs has been described from different countries and regions, too 

little systematising of lessons has taken place. In few cases empirical data have been submitted 

to a detailed questioning. There are important gaps in our understanding of what actually 

happens. This lacuna is felt especially at the meta-level of locating strategic change 

experiences within the wider context of the position of an NGDO in relation to society.  

68 Sun Wukong or the Monkey King is described in the Journey to the West, a renowned classical Chinese novel, 
written by Wu Ch'eng (1500?-1582). The Monkey King is a rebellious extraordinary being, born out of a rock 
fertilized by the grace of Heaven. Being extremely smart and capable, he learned all the magic tricks and gongfu 
from a master Taoist, becoming able to transform himself into seventy-two different images such as a tree, a bird, a 
beast of prey or a bug as small as a mosquito so as to sneak into an enemy's belly to fight him inside out. Using 
clouds as a vehicle he can travel miles a single somersault. A huge iron bar that supposedly serves as ballast of the 
seas and that can expand or shrink at its owner's command, is his favourite weapon in his later feats.  
69 The problem definition was elaborated in Chapter 1 and the central research question in section 2.4.3. 
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In view of this situation, the initial central research question was formulated as: 

How do strategic change processes influence the external position of Non-Governmental 

Development Organisations (NGDO) as relevant actors in sustainable development and civil 

society building in relation to a globalising state, market and society? 

Futures and a somersault 

The initial problem definition and central research question proved inadequate to describe 

what I was seeing in the reality of the case organisations. A more faithful and complete account 

of what value-led NGDOs in fact do to remain relevant has been offered in the previous 

sections. By way of conclusion, I would like to summarise what I have learnt from them in the 

form of counsel to a value-led, impact-driven NGDO: 

NGDOs as relevant actors 

Do not let yourself be pushed around. Remember who you are, think about who you want to be, 

and use these reflections to guide your choices. Do not fall asleep for this requires continually 

transcribing signals, hypothesising about futures, harnessing your identity and values as 

compasses and litmus tests, and articulating lessons. 

Think in new so far un-thought dimensions and choices. 

Do not be content with being known as a value-based organisation. 

Values are of little use unless they actually orient the pursuit of your  

social change goal.  

In relation to a globalising state, market and society 

Do not let yourself be pressurised or confused by globalisation or other trends defined by 

others. Focus on how you can create meaning most effectively. 

Don’t get stuck in fixed positions in relation to the state, market or the society, but create 

meaning in interaction with your environment based on your identity as a social change 
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actor. This will result in a self-renewing process in which your identity, the ways in which you 

create meaning, and engage with others form the motors. 

Change processes and external positioning 

Get on the road, even if you do not yet know which way to go. Use your identity to guide you on 

the way.

Do not cage yourself with big strategic plans. Accept that you will never find the  

best answer and that you will have to work with dilemmas. Your work to create  

meaning is a continuous quest for possibilities and opportunities, and it should 

be fuelled by internal strength.  

Innovate, transform, renew, and invigorate by making choices about  

engaging with other actors. As in judo, it is about how to play the inside- 

out and outside-in game: use the force of your opponents to achieve your  

social change goal. 

Know that more can be achieved with many small steps than with  

one big-bang change. 

If you intertwine changing with learning, a powerful dynamic can 

be created. However, learning is only of use if it is translated into 

an adjustment, balancing the dynamic between your identity, your 

way of engaging with other actors, and creating meaning.  

Focussing on the change itself brings along the risk of 

becoming absorbed in that point of time and being caught 

by the next waves.  

Stay flexible through the art of balancing. 



 328 

Bibliography

Abma TA (1996) Responsief evalueren: discoursen, controversen en allianties in het postmoderne.  PhD 

Dissertation, Erasmus Universiteit, Rotterdam.

Abma TA (1999) Een narratieve veranderingsstrategie: het destabiliseren van mythen en genereren van metaforen 

op een conservatorium en dansacademie. Management & Organisatie 38-56. 

Acharya S and Thomas L (1999) Finding a pathway: understanding the work and performance of NGOs in 

Ahmedabad, India. Occasional papers series 22. INTRAC, Oxford.  

Alexander JC and Sztompka P (eds.) (1990) Rethinking progress: movements, forces and ideas at the end of the 

20th century. Unwin Hyman Ltd., London. 

Arcadis BMB (2000) The context of India: backgrounds on civil society building. Supporting document 1.  Steering 

committee for the evaluation of the Netherlands' Co-financing programme, The Hague.  

Arts B (1998) The political influence of global NGOs: case studies on the climate and biodiversity conventions. 

International Books, Utrecht. 

Arya V (1999) Towards a relationship of significance: lessons from a decade of collaboration between Government 

and NGOs in Rajasthan, India. AgREN Network Paper 97. ODI, London. 

Ashford G and Patkar S (2001) The positive path: using appreciative inquiry in rural Indian communities. IISD, 

Winnipeg. 

Awasthy SS (1999) Indian Government and Politics. Har-Anand Publications Pvt. Ltd., New Delhi. 

Bakshi R (2000) Tap-ping consumer power. 10th September. The Hindu. 

Ball C and Dunn L (1995) Non-Governmental Organisations: guidelines for good policy and practice.  The 

Commonwealth Foundation, London.  

Bartunek JM and Moch MK (1987) First-order, second-order, and third-order change and organization development 

interventions: a cognitive approach. The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science 23[4], 483-500. NTL Institute.  

Bebbington A (1997) Crises and transitions: Non-Governmental Organisations and political economic change in the 

Andean region. AgREN Network Paper 76. ODI, London 

Beinum H van, Fauceux C and van der Vlist R (1996) Reflections on the epigenic significance of action research. In: 

Toulmin S and Gustavsen B (eds.) Beyond theory: changing organizations through participation, pp 179-202. John 

Benjamins, Amsterdam. 



 329

Beloe S, Elkington J, Hester KF and Newell S (2003) The 21st century NGO in the market for change. Sustainability, 

London. 

Berghöfer, A. (2003) An examination of beneficiary participation in post-conflict development assistance.  Master’s 

thesis. University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam.   

Berry J de (1999) Exploring the concept of community: implications for NGO management. CCS International working 

paper 8. Downloaded from http://www.lse.ac.uk/collections/CCS/publications/ iwp/IWP8.htm. Last updated 2002.  

CCS, London.  

Biekart K (1999) The politics of civil society building: European private aid agencies and democratic transitions in 

Central America. International Books and Transnational Institute, Utrecht, Amsterdam. 

Biggs S and Neame A (1995) Negotiating room for manoeuvre: reflections concerning NGO autonomy and 

accountability within the New Policy Agenda. In: Edwards M and Hulme D (eds.) Non-governmental organisations: 

performance and accountability. Beyond the magic bullet, pp 31-40. Earthscan Publications Ltd., London. 

Bills D and MacKeith J (1992) Growth and change in NGOs: concepts and comparative experience. In: Edwards M 

and Hulme D (eds.) Making a difference: NGOs and development in a changing world, pp 118-126. Earthscan 

Publications Ltd., London. 

Boonstra J and van de Graaf H (1999) Multiple voices of democracy in a cosmopolis. Concepts and transformation 4: 

153-180. 

Boonstra J and Caluwé L  de (2006) Interveniëren en veranderen: zoeken naar betekenis in interacties. In: Boonstra 

J and Caluwé L de (eds.) Interveniëren en veranderen: zoeken naar betekenis in interacties, pp 11-39. Kluwer, 

Deventer. 

Boonstra JJ (2004a) Introduction. In: Boonstra JJ (ed.) Dynamics of Organizational Change and Learning, pp 1-21. 

John Wiley & Sons Ltd., Chichester. 

Boonstra JJ (2004b) Conclusion: some reflections and perspectives on organizing, changing, and learning. In: 

Boonstra JJ (ed.) Dynamics of Organizational Change and Learning, pp 447-475. John Wiley & Sons Ltd., 

Chichester. 

Bouwen R and Steyaert C (1999) From a dominant voice toward multi-voiced cooperation: mediating methphors for 

global change. In: Cooperrider DL and Dutton JE (eds.) Organizational dimensions of global change: no limits to 

cooperation, pp 298-319. Sage Publications Inc., Thousand Oaks. 

Bradbury H and Reason P (2001) Conclusion: broadening the bandwidth of validity: issues and choice-points for 

improving the quality of action research. In: Reason P and Bradbury H (eds.) Handbook of action research: 

participative inquiry and practice, pp 447-455. Sage Publications Ltd., London. 

Britton B (1998) The learning NGO. INTRAC Occasional Papers Series. 



 330

Brown DL and Ashman D (1999) Social capital, mutual influence and social learning in intersectoral problem solving 

in Africa and Asia. In: Cooperrider DL and Dutton JE (eds.) Organizational dimensions of global change: no limits to 

cooperation, pp 139-167. Sage Publications Inc., Thousand Oaks. 

Brown DL and Covey JG (1987) Development Organizations and Organization development: toward an expanded 

paradigm for organization development. Research in Organizational Change and Development 1: 59-87. 

Brown DL, Khagram S, Moore MH and Frumkin P (2000) Globalisation, NGOs and multi-sectoral relations. Report 1. 

The Hauser Center for Nonprofit Organisations and The Kennedy School for Government, Harvard University, 

Cambridge.

Bryant, A. (2004) Researching in turbulent times. Leeds metropolitan university research conference September 

2004. Downloaded from http:/www.lmuresearch.org/papers.  

Bushe GR (2000) Appreciative inquiry with teams. In: Cooperrider DL, Sorensen PF, Jr., Whitney D and Yaeger TF 

(eds.) Appreciative Inquiry. Re-thinking human organization toward a positive theory of change, pp 183-194. Stipes 

Publishing L.L.C., Champaign. 

Chakraborty SK (1998) Values and ethics for organizations: theory and practice. Oxford University Press, New Delhi. 

Charmaz K (2000) Grounded theory: objectivist and constructivist methods. In: Denzin NK and Lincoln YS (eds.) 

Handbook of qualitative research, pp 509-535. Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks. 

Chauhan V, Gandhi S, Kapoor A and Raskar B (2003) Report of the second external review of activities under the 

sustainable livelihoods (Reli) component of the project of Prayas. Prayas, Pune.  

Checkland P (1991) Systems thinking, systems practice. John Wiley & Sons Ltd, Chichester. 

Chisholm RF (2001) Action research to develop an interorganizational network. In: Reason P and Bradbury H (eds.) 

Handbook of action research: participative inquiry and practice, pp 324-332. Sage Publications Ltd., London. 

Coenen C (1998) On the foundations of a relationship based on equality between researcher and the researched 

party in exemplary action research. In: Boog B, Coenen H, Keune L and Lammerts R (eds.) The complexity of 

relationship in action research, pp 17-37. Tilburg University Press, Tilburg. 

Commins S (2000) NGOs:ladles in the global soup kitchen? In: Eade D (ed.) Development, NGOs, and civil society, 

pp 70-74. Oxfam GB, Oxford. 

Cooperrider DL and Srivastva S (1987) Appreciative Inquiry in Organizational Life. Research in Organizational 

Change and Development 1: 129-169. 

Cooperrider DL and Dutton JE (1999) No limits to cooperation: an introduction to the organizational dimensions 

global change. In: Cooperrider DL and Dutton JE (eds.) Organizational dimensions of global change: no limits to 

cooperation, pp 1-36. Sage Publications Inc., Thousand Oaks. 



 331

Cooperrider DL and Whitney D (1999) Appreciative inquiry. Berrett-Koehler Communications Inc., San Francisco. 

Cooperrider DL, Whitney D and Stavros JM (2003) Appreciative Inquiry Handbook: the first in a series of Appreciative 

Inquiry workbooks for leaders of change. Lakeshore Communications Inc. and Berrett-Koehler Publishers Inc., 

Bedford Heights and San Francisco. 

Credibility Alliance core group with Childlineindia Foundation and MACS (2002) Draft norms for enhancing credibility 

in the voluntary sector in India. Unpublished. Credibility Alliance, Mumbai.   

CSDS and Arcadis BMB (2001) Case studies drawn from the programme of NOVIB. Supporting document 5.  

Steering committee for the evaluation of the Netherlands' Co-financing programme, The Hague.  

Cummings TG and Worley CG (1997) Organization Development and Change. South-Western College Publishing, 

Cincinnati. 

Davidson P (2003) What is wrong with the Washington consensus and what should we do about it? Paper presented 

at conference on “Reforming the reforms”. Downloaded from http://econ.bus.utk.edu/ washington%20consensus.pdf 

Dev SM and Mooij J (2005) Patterns in social sector expenditure: pre- and post-reform periods. In: Parikh KS and 

Radhakrishna R (eds.) India development report 2004-05, pp 96-111. Oxford University Press, New Delhi. 

Development Resource Centre (2001) Mid-term evaluation of MYRADA Hill area development programme Huthur. 

Dharwad.  

Dixit S, Sant G and Wagle S (1998) WB-Orissa model of power sector reform: cure worse than disease. Economic 

and political weekly 944-949. 

Dongen AM van (1997) Culture as method: homogenizing or heterogenizing strategies of change. The case of the 

International NGO Forum on Indonesian Development (INFID).  PhD Dissertation. Erasmus Universiteit, Rotterdam.  

Doyle T and McEachern D (1998) Environment and politics. Routledge, London. 

Dreze J and Sen A (1995) India: Economic Development and Social Opportunity. Oxford University Press, New Delhi. 

Edmunds D and Wollenberg E (2002) Disadvantaged groups in multistakeholder negotiations. CIFOR Programme 

report June 2002. CIFOR, Bandung.   

Edwards M (1999) Legitimacy and values in NGOs and voluntary organizations: some sceptical thoughts. In: Lewis D 

(ed.) International perspectives on voluntary action: reshaping the third sector, pp 258-266. Earthscan Publications 

Limited, London. 

Edwards M and Hulme D (1992) Scaling-up the development impact of NGOs: concepts and experiences. In: 

Edwards M and Hulme D (eds) Making a difference: NGOs and development in a changing world, pp 13-47. 

Earthscan Publications Ltd., London. 



 332

Edwards M and Hulme D (1995) NGO performance and accountability: introduction and overview. In: Edwards M and 

Hulme D (eds.) (1995) Non-Governmental Organisations: performance and accountability beyond the magic bullet, 

pp3-16. Earthscan Publications Ltd, London. 

Edwards M and Hulme D (2000) Scaling up NGO impact on development: learning from experience. In: Eade D (ed.) 

Development, NGOs, and civil society, pp 44-63. Oxfam GB, Oxford. 

Edwards M, Hulme D and Wallace T (2000) Increasing leverage for development: challenges for NGOs in a global 

future. In: Lewis D and Wallace T (eds.) New roles and relevance: development NGOs and the challenge of change, 

pp 1-14. Kumarian Press Inc., Connecticut. 

Edwards M and Sen G (2000) NGOs, social change and the transformation of human relationships: a 21st-century 

civic agenda. Third World Quarterly 21: 605-616. 

Eikeland O (2001) Action research as the hidden curriculum of the Western tradition. In: Reason P and Bradbury H 

(eds.) Handbook of action research: participative inquiry and practice, pp 145-155. Sage Publications Ltd., London. 

Eisenhardt KM (1989) Building theories from case study research. Academy of management review 14: 532-550. 

Emery FE and Trist EL (1978) The causal texture of organizational environments. In: Pasmore WA and Sherwood JJ 

(eds.) Sociotechnical systems: a sourcebook, pp 13-27. University Associates, Inc., San Diego. 

Emery M (2004) Open systems theory: implications for development learning. In: Boonstra JJ (ed.) Dynamics of 

organizational change and learning, pp 43-69. John Wiley & Sons Ltd, Chichester. 

Es R van (2004) Veranderfilosofie en ethiek van organiseren: naar passende vormen van verantwoordelijkheid. 

Management & Organisatie 4/5: 102-115. 

Esman MJ and Uphoff NT (1984) Local organizations: intermediaries in rural development. Cornell University Press, 

Ithaca.

Esman MJ (1991) Management dimensions of developments: perspectives and strategies. Kumarian Press, 

Connecticut.

Farrington J, Bebbington A, Wellard K and Lewis DJ (1993) Reluctant partners? Non-governmental organizations, the 

state and sustainable agricultural development. Routledge, New York. 

Fernandez AP (1997) MYRADA's organisational values. Rural Management Systems Series: 29. MYRADA, 

Bangalore.  

Fernandez AP (1997) Working with the government in multilateral and bilateral projects. The MYRADA experience 

series. MYRADA, Bangalore.  

Fernandez AP (1999) MYRADA's district strategy: brief conceptual framework. Letter to project officers.   

Fernandez AP (2004) Resource centres or??? . Rural Management Systems Series: 37. MYRADA, Bangalore  



 333

Fisher J (1999) International networking: the role of southern NGOs. In: Cooperrider DL and Dutton JE (eds.) 

Organizational dimensions of global change: no limits to cooperation, pp 210-234. Sage Publications Inc., Thousand 

Oaks.

Fowler A, Campbell P and Pratt B (1992) Institutional development and NGOs in Africa: policy perspectives for 

European development agencies. INTRAC, Oxford.  

Fowler A (1995) Assessing NGO performance: difficulties, dilemmas and a way ahead. In: Edwards M and Hulme D 

(eds.) Non-governmental organisations: performance and accountability. Beyond the magic bullet, pp 143-156. 

Earthscan Publications Ltd., London. 

Fowler A (1997) Striking a balance: a guide to enhancing the effectiveness of Non-Governmental Organisations in 

International Development. Earthscan Publications Ltd., London. 

Fowler A (2000a) The virtuous Spiral: a guide to sustainability for Non-Governmental Organisational in international 

development. Earthscan Publications Ltd, London and Sterling. 

Fowler A (2000b) NGO futures: beyond aid: NGDO values and the fourth position. Third World Quarterly: journal of 

emerging areas 21 No. 4: 589-604. 

Fowler A (2000c) NGDOs as a moment in history: beyond aid to social entrepreneurship or civic innovation? Third 

World Quarterly: journal of emerging areas 21 No. 4: 637-654. 

Fowler A (2005) Development for security? A critical review of counter-terrorism measures, international aid and civil 

society. State and Society seminar series. ISS, The Hague. 

Friedman J (1992) Empowerment: the politics of alternative development. Blackwell Publishers, Massachusetts. 

Friedman VJ (2001) Action science: creating communities of inquiry in communities of practice. In: Reason P and 

Bradbury H (eds.) Handbook of action research: participative inquiry and practice, pp 159-179. Sage Publications 

Ltd., London. 

Frumkin P and Kim MT (2000) Strategic positioning and the financing of nonprofit organizations: is efficiency 

rewarded in the contributions marketplace? Working paper 2. The Hauser Center for nonprofit organizations and the 

Kennedy school of government, Harvard University.  

Gender desk team (2001) Globalisation and alternatives. Report on the VI national workshop on women and 

development. Centre for World Solidarity, Secundarabad.  

Gergen KJ (1994) Toward transformation in social knowledge. Sage Publications Ltd., London. 

Gergen KJ (1999) Global organization and the potential for ethical inspiration. In: Cooperrider DL and Dutton JE 

(eds.) Organizational dimensions of global change: no limits to cooperation, pp 255-269. Sage Publications Inc., 

Thousand Oaks. 



 334

Gill M (2001) Governance Do's and Don'ts: lessons from case studies on twenty Canadian Non-profits. Final report.  

The Institute on Governance, Ottawa.  

Glaser BG and Strauss AL (1967) The discovery of Grounded Theory. Aldine, Chicago. 

Graaf H van de (2006) Leren door constructief evalueren: mogelijkheden en toepassingsvoorwaarden van vierde 

generatie evaluatie. In: Boonstra J and Caluwé L de (eds.) Interveniëren en veranderen: zoeken naar betekenis in 

interacties, pp 307-321. Kluwer, Deventer. 

Graaf M de and Srivastava R (2001) The contribution of Dutch co-financing organisations to civil society building in 

India: synthesis report. Volume 1.  Steering committee for the evaluation of the Netherlands' Co-financing 

programme, The Hague. 

Grover BL and Grover S (2004) A new look at modern Indian history: from 1707 to the modern times. S.Chand & 

Company Ltd., New Delhi. 

Guba EG and Lincoln YS (1985) Naturalistic inquiry. Sage Publications Inc., Newbury Park. 

Guba EG and Lincoln YS (1989) Fourth generation evaluation. SAGE Publications Inc., Newbury Park. 

Gustavsen B (2001) Theory and practice: the mediating discourse. In: Reason P and Bradbury H (eds.) Handbook of 

action research: participative inquiry and practice, pp 17-26. Sage Publications Ltd. London. 

Haan de (1997) Introduction DGIS and Institutional Development.  Interne memorandum. DST/TA, Ministerie van 

Buitenlandse Zaken, Den Haag.  

Hailey J (2000) Learning for growth: organizational learning in South Asian NGOs. In: Lewis D and Wallace T (eds.) 

New roles and relevance: development NGOs and the challenge of change, pp 63-72. Kumarian Press Inc, 

Connecticut.

Hakkarainen O, Katsui H, Kessey CB, Kontinen T, Kyllonen T, Rovaniemi S and Wamai R (2004) Voices from the 

Southern civil societies: interplay of national and global contexts in the performance of civil society organisations in 

the South. Report prepared for Department for International Development Co-operation, Finland. The Institute of 

Development Studies, Helsinki. 

Hann C and Dunn E (eds) (1996) Civil Society: challenging western models. Routledge, London and New York. 

Harris M and Billis D (1996) Conclusion: emerging  challenges for research and practice. In: Billis D and Harris M 

(eds.) Voluntary agencies: challenges of organisation and management, pp 237-246. MacMillan Press Ltd., London. 

Heap S (2000) NGOs engaging with business: a world of difference and a difference to the world. INTRAC, Oxford. 

Hegde NG (1997) Role of business houses and voluntary organizations inn rural development. Journal of institutional 

development 4: 28-33. 



 335

Held D, McGrew A, Goldblatt D and Perraton J (1999) Global Transformations: politics, economics and culture. 

Stanford University Press, Stanford. 

Heron J and Reason P (2001) The practice of co-operative inquiry: research 'with' rather than 'on' people. In: Reason 

P and Bradbury H (eds.) Handbook of action research: participative inquiry and practice, pp 179-188. Sage 

Publications Ltd., London. 

Hertog F de and Sluis E van de (1995) Onderzoek in organisaties: een methodologische reisgids. Van Gorcum, 

Assen.

Hoebeke L (2004) Dilemmas and paradoxes in organizing change processes: a critical reflection. In: Boonstra JJ 

(ed.) Dynamics of organizational change and learning, pp 149-171. John Wiley & Sons, Chichester. 

Hoebeke L (2004) Verantwoordelijkheid in netwerken: paradoxaal en toch werkbaar. Management & Organisatie 4/5: 

88-101. 

Hofstede G and Hofstede GJ (2004) Cultures and organisations: software of the mind. McGraw-Hill, New York. 

Holman P and Devane T (eds.) (1999) The change handbook: group methods for shaping the future. Berrett-Koehler 

Publishers Inc., San Francisco. 

India civil society collective (1999) Building civil society: India profile. John Hopkins International Philanthropy 

Fellows, Bangalore.  

James R (1998) Demystifying organisation development: practical capacity-building experiences of African NGOs. 

INTRAC, Oxford. 

James R (2001) Key success factors in capacity-building: lessons from OD consultancy experience. In: James R 

(ed.) Power and partnership: experiences of NGO capacity-building, pp 44-64. INTRAC, Oxford. 

Jamison A (1996) The shaping of the global environmental agenda: the role of non-governmental organisations. In: 

Lash S, Szerszynski B and Wynne B (eds.) Risk, environment and modernity: towards a new ecology, pp 224-245. 

Sage Publications Ltd., London. 

Jayaraman R and Kanbur R (1999) International public goods and the case for foreign aid. In: Kaul I, Grunberg I and 

Stern MA (eds.) Global public goods: international cooperation in the 21st Century, pp 417-449. Oxford University 

Press Inc., New York. 

Johnson PC and Cooperrider DL (1991) Finding a path with heart: global social change organizations and their 

challenge for the field of organizational development. Research in Organizational Change and Development 5: 223-

284.

Jolly R (1999) NGO support organisations: role and function. Report of INTRAC workshop 28. INTRAC, Oxford. 



 336

Jones DA (2000) A field experiment in appreciative inquiry. In: Cooperrider DL, Sorensen PF, Jr., Whitney D and 

Yaeger TF (eds.) Appreciative inquiry: rethinking human organization toward a positive theory of change, pp 195-206. 

Stipes Publishing L.L.C., Champaign. 

Joshi BK and Datar C (2001) Report of the review of the sustainable livelihood component of Prayas Energy Group. 

Kandasami M (1997) The Indian Foreign Contribution (Regulation) Act 1976, Non Governmental Organisations and 

issues relating to transparency and accountability.  Unpublished.  

Kaul I, Grunberg I and Stern MA (1999) Global public goods: concepts, policies and strategies. In: Kaul I, Grunberg I 

and Stern MA (eds.) Global public goods: international cooperation in the 21st century, pp 450-507. Oxford University 

Press Inc., New York. 

Kaviraj S (1996) Dilemmas of democratic development in India. In: Leftwich A (ed.) Democracy and development, pp 

114-138. Polity Press, Cambridge. 

Kemmis S (2001) Exploring the relevance of critical theory for action research: emancipatory action research in the 

footsteps of Jürgen Habermas. In: Reason P and Bradbury H (eds.) Handbook of action research: participative 

inquiry and practice, pp 91-102. Sage Publications Ltd., London. 

Khan AM (1997) Shaping Policy: do NGOs matter. Lessons from India. PRIA, New Delhi. 

King K (2000) Towards knowledge-based aid: a new way of working or a new North-South divide? Downloaded from 

http:/www.ed.ac.uk/centas/fgpapers.html. April, 2001.  

Kiser LL and Ostrom E (1982) The three worlds of action: a metatheoretical synthesis of institutional approaches. In: 

Ostrom E (ed.) Strategies of political inquiry, pp 179-222. Sage Publications, London. 

Kleiner A and Roth G (1997) Learning histories: a new tool for turning organizational experience into action. 

Downloaded from http://ccs.mit.edu/lh/21CWP002.html. August, 2002. 

Kloss LL (1999) The suitability and application of scenario planning for national professional associations. Nonprofit 

management & leadership 10: 71-82. 

Kofman F and Senge MP (1993) Communities of commitment: the heart of learning organizations. Organizational 

Dynamics 5-23. 

Korten D (1987) Third generation NGO strategies: a key to people-centred development. World Development 15: 

145-159. 

Korten DC (1990) Getting to the 21st Century: voluntary action and the global agenda. Kumarian Press Inc., 

Connecticut.

Kovach H, Neligan C and Burall S (2003) Power without accountability? The global accountability report 1 London, 

The One World Trust.  



 337

Krishnamurthy R and Singh M (1996) Enhancing effectiveness of Indian NGOs in the context of the 1990s: training, 

organization development and sectoral strengthening strategies. Report of a study commissioned by GTZ on behalf 

of the Interagency Network, New Delhi.    

Kumar L (1998) Civil strife and civil society in India. Journal for Institutional Development 5: 37-50. 

Lam A (2000) Tacit knowledge, organizational learning and societal institutions: an integrated framework. 

Organization studies 21: 487-513. 

Lam A (2004) Knowledge, learning, and organizational embededness: a critical reflection. In: Boonstra JJ (ed.) 

Dynamics of organizational change and earning, pp 429-445. John Wiley & Sons Ltd., Chichester. 

Leftwich A (1996) Two cheers for democracy? Democracy and the development state. In: Leftwich A (ed.) 

Democracy and development, pp 279-295. Polity Press, Cambridge. 

Letts CW, Ryan WP and Grossman A (1999) High performance non-profit organizations: managing upstream for 

greater impact. John Wiley &Sons Inc., New York. 

Lewis D (1999) Introduction: the parallel universes of third sector research and the changing context of voluntary 

action. In: Lewis D (ed.) International perspectives on voluntary action: reshaping the third sector, pp 1-17. Earthscan 

Publications Limited, London. 

Lewis D, Bebbington AJ, Batterbury SPJ, Shah A, Olson E, Siddiqi MS and Duvall S (2002) Practice, power and 

meaning: frameworks for studying organizational culture in multi-agency rural development projects. CCS 

International working paper 12. Downloaded from http://www.lse.ac.uk/collections/CCS/ publications/iwp/IWP12.htm.

May, 2003.  

Lewis D (1998) Bridging the gap? The parallel universes of the non-profit and non-governmental organisation 

research traditions and the changing context of voluntary action. CCS International working paper 1. Downloaded 

from http://www.lse.ac.uk/collections/CCS/publications/iwp/IWP1.htm.  May, 2003.  

Lewis J (1996) What does contracting do to voluntary agencies? In: Billis D and Harris M (eds.) Voluntary agencies: 

challenges of organisation and management, pp 98-112. MacMillan Press Ltd., Basingstoke and London. 

Light PC (2000) Making nonprofits work: a report on the tides of nonprofit management reform. The Brookings 

Institution Press, Washington D.C. 

Lindblom CE (1992) The science of "muddling through" (1959). In: Shafritz JM and Hyde AC (eds.) Classics of public 

administration, pp 224-235. Brooks/Cole, Wadworth. 

Madon S (2000) International NGOs: networking, information flows and learning. Development Informatics working 

paper series 8. Institute for Development Policy and Management, Manchester. 

Maheswari SR (2004) Indian Administration. Orient Longman Pvt. Lt., Hyderabad. 



 338

Malhotra K (2000) NGOs without aid: beyond the global soup kitchen. Third World Quarterly: journal of emerging 

areas 21: 655-668. 

Martin LL (1999) The political economy of international cooperation. In: Kaul I, Grunberg I and Stern MA (eds.) Global 

public goods: international cooperation in the 21st Century, pp 51-62. Oxford University Press Inc., New York. 

McCully P (2001) How to use a trilateral network: an activist's perspective on the World Commission on Dams. Paper 

prepared for Agrarian Studies Program colloquium, Yale University, New Haven.   

McGrath JE (1982) Dilemmatics: the study of research choices and dilemmas. In: McGrathJ.E., Martin J and Kulka 

RA (eds.) Judgement calls in research, pp 69-102. Sage Publications Inc., Beverly Hills. 

McGrew A (ed.) (1997) The Transformation of Democracy? Polity Press, The Open University, Milton Keynes, 

Cambridge.

Mintzberg H, Ahlstrand B and Lampel J (1998) Strategy safari: the complete guide through the wilds of strategic 

management. Pearson Education Publications, Harlow. 

Mishra S (2005) Public health scenario in India. In: Parikh KS and Radhakrishna R (eds.) India development report 

2004-05, pp 62-83. Oxford University Press, New Delhi. 

Mitlin D, Hickey S and Bebbington A (2005) Reclaiming development? NGOs and the challenges of alternatives.  

IDPM, School of Environment and Development, University of Manchester. Downloaded from 

www.sarpn.org.za/documents/d0002118/IDPM_NGOs_May2005.pdf. June 2006. 

Mohanty M with Singh AK (1996) Foreign aid and NGOs. Voluntary Action Network India, New Delhi. 

MYRADA (1998) Guidelines for working with Self-Help Groups. Rural Management Systems Series: 30. MYRADA, 

Bangalore.  

MYRADA (2001) Organisation study of MYRADA. MYRADA, Bangalore.  

MYRADA (2003) Development professionals' training programme. Internal modules. MYRADA.  Bangalore.  

MYRADA (2005) MYRADA: a profile.  MYRADA, Bangalore.  

North DC (1990) Institutions, institutional change and economic performance. Cambridge University Press, New 

York.

Novib (1998) Beoordelingsmemorandum Prayas Energy Group.  Internal document. Novib, The Hague.  

Novib (1999) How do we approach vital institutional capacities of partners? Unpacking the meaning of 'strategic 

positioning. Internal report of a workshop. Novib, The Hague.  

Novib (2003) Counterpart description: MYRADA.  Internal document. Novib, The Hague. 



 339

Osborne ML (2003) Why do self-help groups sometimes fail: a short study of non-functioning self-help groups in three 

MYRADA project areas.  The MYRADA experience series. MYRADA, Bangalore. 

Parikh KS and Radhakrishna R (2005) Overview: ten years of reform, what next? In: Parikh KS and Radhkrishna R 

(eds.) India Development Report 2004-05, pp 1-20. Oxford University Press, New Delhi. 

Patkar S (2003) Minutes of the District approach workshop.  Internal report. MYRADA, Bangalore.  

Paton R (1996) How are values handled in voluntary agencies? In: Billis D and Harris M (eds.) Voluntary agencies: 

challenges of organisation and management, pp 29-44. MacMillan Press Ltd., London. 

Paton R (1999) The trouble with values. In: Lewis D (ed.) International perspectives on voluntary action: reshaping 

the third sector, pp 132-141. Earthscan, London. 

Pearce J (2000) Development, NGOs and civil society: the debate and its future. In: Eade D (ed.) Development, 

NGOs, and civil society, pp 15-43. Oxfam GB, Oxford. 

Peppin S, Kolff A and Benjamin T (2000) Strengthening of participatory work processes in development partnerships 

(PAPRO): a platform for human and institutional development. A review. MYRADA and Swiss Development 

Cooperation, Bangalore. 

Peruzotti E (2006) Civil society, representation and accountability: restating current debates on the 

representativeness and accountability of civic associations. In: Tuijl P and Jordan L (eds.) NGO accountability: 

politics, principles and innovations, pp 43-58. Earthscan, London. 

Pettigrew A, Ferlie E and McKee L (1992) Shaping Strategic Change: making Change in Large Organizations. The 

case of the National Health Service. SAGE Publications, London, Newbury Park, New Delhi. 

Pfeffer J and Salancik GR (1978) The external control of organizations: a resource dependence perspective. Harper 

& Row Publishers Inc., New York. 

Pianka ER (1976) Competition on niche theory. In: May RM (ed.) Theoretical ecology: principles and applications, pp 

114-141. Blackwell scientific publications. 

Prayas (2000) India. In: Tellam I (ed.) Fuel for change: World Bank energy policy - rhetoric versus reality, pp 87-96. 

Zed Books Ltd., London, New York. 

Prayas (2003) Promoting rights to participation and livelihoods: analysis, support and advocacy. A project proposal to 

Novib.

Prayas Energy Group (2000) The real challenge in power sector restructuring: instilling public control through “TAP”. 

Revised August 2001. Downloaded from http://prayaspune.org/peg/energy_pbl.php?cat 

_id=1&sub_cat_id=1&article_id=265&#links. January 2005.  

Prayas Energy Group (2001). Privatization or democratization: the key to the crises in the power sector. The case of 

Maharasthra. Prayas, Pune. 



 340

Prayas Energy Group (2003) A good beginning, but challenges galore: a survey-based study of resources, 

transparency, and public participation in electricity regulatory commissions in India.  Prayas, Pune.  

Prayas Energy Group (2004a) National workshop on Electricity Act 2003 for NGOs: joint statement. Downloaded from 

http://prayaspune.org/peg/energy_pbl.php?cat_id=1&sub_cat_id=1&article _id=265&#links. January 2005. 

Prayas Energy Group, Centre for public policy and Utility regulation research centre (2002) Electricity Sector Reforms 

in Asia: Experiences and Strategies. Report of a workshop.  Prayas Energy Group, Pune. 

Prayas Health Group (2004) Prayas PMTCT Project: progress report.  

Prayas Health Group (2004) Prayas PMTCT project: summary report September 2002 - September 2004.   

PRIA (1991) Voluntary Development Organisations in India: a study of history, roles and future challenges. Society 

for Participatory Research in Asia, New Delhi. 

PRIA (1995) Strengthening civil society: contribution of support organizations in South Asia. Society for Participatory 

Research in Asia, New Delhi.  

Radhakrishna R and Ray S (2005) Poverty in India: dimensions and character. In: Parikh KS and Radhakrishna R 

(eds.) India development report 2004-05, pp 40-61. Oxford University Press, New Delhi. 

Rajasekhar D (ed.) (1999) Decentralised government and NGOs: issues, strategies and ways forward. Concept 

Publishing Company, New Delhi. 

Ramachandran V (2001) Addressing the complexities of rural livelihoods: MYRADA Krishi Vigyan Kendra.  MYRADA-

ICAR, Bangalore. 

Rao A and Stuart R (1997) Rethinking organisations: a feminist perspective. Gender and development 5: 10-16. 

RAWOO (2000) Coping with globalization: the need for research concerning the local response to globalization in 

developing countries. Report No. 20. RAWOO, The Hague.  

Reddy A and Davala S (2003) External evaluation of Prayas Energy Group.   

Resources and Livelihoods Group of Prayas (2000) The strategy of combining rights, productivity and capabilities of 

most vulnerable sections: achieving livelihood security through sustainable use of local resources. An approach 

paper.  Prayas, Pune. 

Resources and Livelihoods Group of Prayas (2002) Review of important papers on conceptual aspects of 

international debate on the theme of sustainable livelihoods.  Prayas, Pune.  

Resources and Livelihoods Group of Prayas (2004) Alternative development perspective: concept and strategy. 

Learning from the enviro-development debate. Downloaded from http://prayaspune.org/reli/PUBLICATIONS.htm.

January 2005. 



 341

Resources and Livelihoods Group of Prayas (2005) Listening to voices from the grassroots: a study of the 

government schemes for poverty alleviation of tribal people, based on the insights and experiences of grassroots 

social activists.  Prayas, Pune.  

Rist G (2002) The history of development: from Western origins to global faith. Zed Books Ltd., London, New York. 

Robinson M, Farrington J and Satish S (1993) NGO-Government interaction in India. In: Farrington J, Lewis DJ, 

Satish S and Mielat-Teves A (eds.) Non-governmental organizations and the state in Asia: rethinking roles in 

sustainable agricultural development, pp 91-185. Routledge, New York. 

Roche C (1999) Impact Assessment for Development Agencies: learning to value Change. Oxfam GB, Oxford. 

Rogerson A, Hewitt A and Waldenberg D (2004) The international aid system 2005 - 2010: forces for and against 

change. Overseas Development Institute, London. 

Rooy A van (1998) The art of strengthening civil society. In: Rooy A van (ed.) Civil Society and the Aid Industry: the 

politics and promise, pp 197-220. Earthscan Publishers Ltd., London. 

Sainath P (1996) Everybody loves a good drought: stories from India's poorest districts. Penguin Books India (P) Ltd, 

New Delhi. 

Salamon LM, Hems LC and Chinnock K (2000) The nonprofit sector: for what and for whom? Report 37. The John 

Hopkins Center for Civil Society Studies, Baltimore.  

Samuel J (2000) Public advocacy in India. In: Nagaraja B and Bhat MK (eds.) Building civil society, pp 93-99. India 

civil society collective, Bangalore.  

Samuel J and Jagadananda (eds..) (2003) Social Watch India: citizens report on governance and development 2003. 

CYSD and NCAS, Bhhubaneswar, Pune.  

Sant G, Dixit S and Wagle S (2001) The real challenge in power sector restructuring: instilling public control through 

"TAP". Energy for sustainable development 95-102. 

Sant G (2000) Critical issues in Maharashtra power sector. Speech at  MCCI & MCCIA Seminar, Mumbai.   

Sauquet A (2004) Learning in organizations: schools of thought and current challenges. In: Boonstra JJ (ed.) 

Dynamics of organizational change and learning, pp 371-388. John Wiley & Sons Ltd., Chichester. 

Saxby J (2004) COEP - comite de entidades no combate a fome e pela vida. Mobilising against hunger and for life: 

an analysis of capacity and change in a Brazilian network. ECDPM Discussion paper 57c. ECDPM, Maastricht.  

Schürman A and Ramachandran V (2000) Participatory impact monitoring of an NGO-managed rural development 

programme, Holalkere taluk, Karnataka state. MYRADA, Bangalore.  

Sen S (1998) The nonprofit sector in India. In: Anheier HK and Salamon LM (eds.) The nonprofit sector in the 

developing world: a comparative analysis, pp 198-293. Manchester University Press, Manchester. 



 342

Senge P and Scharmer O (2001) Community action research: learning as a community of practitioners, consultants 

and researchers. In: Reason P and Bradbury H (eds.) Handbook of action research: participative inquiry and practice, 

pp 238-249. Sage Publications Ltd., London. 

Senge PM (1993) The fifth discipline: the art and practice of the learning organization. Random House, London. 

SETU (1999) Development, equity and justice: Adivasi communities in India in the era of liberalisation and 

globalisation. Roundtable Report. Minority Rights Group, Ahmedabad. 

Sewandono I (1997) NGOs and institutional support: shared visions in North and South. Report from the Round table 

meeting.  Liaison Committee of Development NGOs to the European Union, Brussels.  

Shah AC and Krishnaiah R (2003) Evaluation of MYRADA-IIRR Resource conservation through PTD project. 

MYRADA, Bangalore.  

Shah G (1991) Non-governmental organisations in India. Impactstudie Medefinancieringsprogramma Azië. GOM, 

Oegstgeest.

Sheth DL (2000) Grassroots movements in India. In: Nagaraja B and Bhat MK (eds.) Building civil society, pp 5-15. 

India civil society collective, Bangalore. 

Shivakumar K (1997) Laws and regulations of voluntary organisations: retrospective and prospective.  Unpublished. 

Shürmer-Smith P (2000) India: globalization and change. Arnold, London. 

Sikdar S (2003) Contemporary issues in globalization: an introduction to theory and policy in India. Oxford University 

Press, New Delhi. 

Sklar RL (1996) Towards a theory of developmental democracy. In: Leftwich A (ed.) Democracy and development, pp 

25-44. Polity Press, Cambridge. 

Smid G, Boer G de, Busato V, Halbertsma L and Zouwen T van de (2006) Learning histories in leer- en 

veranderingstrajecten: geschiedenis maken vanuit hart voor de zaak. In: Boonstra J and Caluwé L de (eds.) 

Interveniëren en veranderen: zoeken naar betekenis in interacties, pp 95-108. Kluwer, Deventer. 

Smillie I (1993) Changing partners: Northern NGOs, Northern Governments. In: Smillie I and Helmich H (eds.) Non-

governmental Organisations and governments: stakeholders for development, pp 13-39. OECD, Paris. 

Smillie I (1995) The alms bazaar. IT Publications, London. 

Smillie I and Hailey J (2001) Managing for change: leadership, strategy and management in Asian NGOs. Earthscan 

Publications Ltd, London. 

Sogge D, Biekart K and Saxby J (eds.) (1996) Compassion and calculation: the business of private foreign aid. Pluto 

Press with Transnational Institute, London. 



 343

Sonnaville H de (2006) Interveniëren in processen van sensemaking: een methode om geslotenheid van 

organiseerprocessen te doorbreken. In: Boonstra J and Caluwé L de (eds.) Interveniëren en veranderen: zoeken 

naar betekenis in interacties, pp 215-230. Kluwer, Deventer. 

Sooryamoorthy R and Gangrade KD (2001) NGOs in India: a cross-sectional study. Greenwood Press, Westport. 

Sreekumar N and Sant G (2004) Know your power: a citizens primer on the electricity sector.  Prayas Energy Group, 

Pune.

Stacey RD (2001) Complex responsive processes in organizations: learning and knowledge creation. Routledge, 

New York. 

Stake RE (2000) Case studies. In: Denzin NK and Lincoln YS (eds.) Handbook of qualitative research, pp 435-454. 

Sage Publications Inc., Thousand Oaks. 

Strauss AL and Corbin J (1998) Basics of qualitative research: techniques and procedures for developing Grounded 

Theory. SAGE Publications Inc., Thousand Oaks. 

Sudarshan H (2000) Voluntary partnership with government. In: Nagaraja B and Bhat MK (eds.) Building civil society, 

pp 71-74. India civil society collective, Bangalore. 

Sundar P (1997) Charity for social change and development: essays on Indian philanthropy. Brochure. Indian Centre 

for Philanthropy, Pune, New Delhi. 

Swieringa J and Wierdsma AFM (1990) Op weg naar een lerende organisatie. Wolters-Noordhoff BV, Groningen. 

Taylor M (1996) What are the key influences on the work of voluntary agencies? In: Billis D and Harris M (eds.) 

Voluntary agencies: challenges of organisation and management, pp 13-28. MacMillan Press Ltd., London.  

Tellam I (ed.) (2000) Fuel for change: World Bank energy policy, rhetoric versus reality. Zed Books Ltd., London, New 

York.

Tenkasi RV and Mohrman SA (1999) Global change as contextual collaborative knowledge creation. In: Cooperrider 

DL and Dutton JE (eds.) Organizational dimensions of global change: no limits to cooperation, pp 114-136. Sage 

Publications Inc., Thousand Oaks. 

Thomas BS (2000) India: because the market tells them so. In: The reality of Aid Management Committee (ed.) The 

reality of Aid - 2000, pp 208-214. London, Earthscan Publications Ltd. 

Thomas DA and Ely RJ (1996) Making differences matter: a new paradigm for managing diversity. Harvard Business 

Review. 

Tichy NM (1983) Managing Strategic Change: technical, political and cultural dynamics. John Wiley & Sons Inc, New 

York.



 344

Tuijl P and Jordan L (1997) Political responsibility in NGO advocacy: exploring emerging shapes of global 

democracy. Unpublished. 

Tuijl P and Jordan L (2006) Rights and responsibilities in the political landscape of NGO accountability: introduction 

and overview. In: Tuijl P and Jordan L (eds.) NGO accountability: politics, principles and innovations, pp 3-20. 

Earthscan, London. 

United Nations (1997) UN system position statement - India. Common country Assessment. United Nations system in 

India, New Delhi.  

Uphoff NT (1995) Why NGOs are not a third sector: sectoral analysis with some thoughts on accountability, 

sustainability and evaluation. In: Edwards M and Hulme D (eds.) Non-governmental organisations: performance and 

accountability. Beyond the magic bullet, pp 17-30. Earthscan Publications Ltd., London. 

Waddell, S. with Kane C, Billenness S, O’Meara A (2004) NGO strategies to engage business: trends, critical issues 

and next steps. Discussion paper Oxfam America, Civicus, Global Action Network Net. 

Wagle S and Sant G (2005) TAP in the power sector: flow chart for strategizing. Unpublished. 

Wagle S and Dixit K (2006) Revisiting good governance: asserting citizens’ participation and politics in public 

services. In Chavez D (ed.) Beyond the market: the future of public services, pp 21-.30. TNI, Amsterdam 

Waqif A and Werdes J (1999) Financial sustainability concepts of Centre for World Solidarity. CWS, Secundarabad. 

Waterman P (1993) Globalisation, civil society, solidarity. The politics and ethics of a world both real and universal. 

Report 147. The Hague, Institute of Social Studies.  

Watkins JM and Cooperrider DL (2000) Organizational inquiry model for global social change organizations. In: 

Cooperrider DL, Sorensen PF, Jr., Whitney D and Yaeger TF (eds.) Appreciative inquiry. Rethinking human 

organization toward a positive theory of change., pp 249-263. Stipes Publishing L.L.C., Champaign. 

Watkins JM and Mohr BJ (2001) Appreciative inquiry: change at the speed of imagination. Jossey-Bass/Peiffer, San 

Francisco. 

Webster N (1995) A conceptual approach to NGDOs and Panchayat Raj in rural development. In: Rajashekhar D, 

Bhat MK and Webster N (eds.) People centred rural development: NGDOs and decentralised government, pp 19-37. 

BCO, Bangalore. 

Weick KE and Westley F (1996) Organizational learning:affirming an oxymoron. In: Clegg SR, Hardy C and Nord WR 

(eds) Handbook of organization studies, pp 440-458. Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks. 

Weick KE and Quinn RE (1999) Organizational change and development. Annual Review of Psychology 50: 361-386. 

Weick KE (1999) Sense-making as an organizational dimension of global change. In: Cooperrider DL and Dutton JE 

(eds.) Organizational dimensions of global change: no limits to cooperation, pp 39-56. Sage Publications Inc., 

Thousand Oaks. 



 345

Weick KE (2001) Making sense of the organization. Blackwell Publishing, Malden. 

Werkman RA (2006) Werelden van verschil: hoe actoren in organisaties vraagstukken in veranderprocessen 

hanteren en creeren  PhD dissertation, Universiteit van Amsterdam, Amsterdam.  

Wester F (1991) Strategiëen voor Kwalitatief Onderzoek. Coutinho BV, Muiderberg. 

Wierdsma A (2004) Beyond implementation: co-creation in change and development. In: Boonstra JJ (ed.) Dynamics 

of organizational change and learning, pp 227-258. John Wiley & Sons Ltd, Chichester. 

Wils F (1995) NGOs and their networks in Bolivia, towards a synthesis: conclusions and recommendations. In: Wils F 

(ed.) Non-governmental organizations and their networks in Bolivia, pp 199-223. GOM, Oegstgeest. 

Wils F and Acharya SK (1997) Promoting self-reliance of the rural poor in India: programme evaluation ICCO.  

ISSAS, The Hague.  

Wilson D (1996) How do voluntary agencies manage organisational change? In: Billis D and Harris M (eds.) 

Voluntary agencies: challenges of organisation and management, pp 80-97. MacMillan Press Ltd., London. 

Worley CG and Feyerherm AE (2003) Reflections on the future of Organization Development. Journal of applied 

behavioral science 39: 97-115. 

Yin RK (1994) Case study research: design and methods. Sage Publications Inc., Thousand Oaks. 

Zadek S (2000) The future of nongovernmental organizations in a world of civil corporations. In: Lewis D and Wallace 

T (eds.) New roles and relevance: development NGOs and the challenge of change, pp 39-50. Kumarian Press Inc., 

Connecticut.



 346

SUMMARY

1 Background and justification 

The present study deals with Non-Governmental Development Organisations (NGDO), 

development-oriented actors in pursuit of a social change goal, located in the South. 

This is an era when NGDOs pursuing change are themselves being confronted by changes 

of unprecedented extent and consequence. They are required to take a stand on issues that are 

ill-defined and ambiguous, yet that may have wide-ranging and long-lasting effects. As 

development-oriented organisations struggle to reposition themselves, they contribute to a 

growing demand for organisational change theories that are relevant to value-based 

organisations. However, the perspectives, concepts and practices often held out to them 

emerged from for-profit organisations and are often transferred mechanistically to development 

organisations based in the South. There is a great need for theory grounded in the experiences 

of these organisations themselves.  

Much of the literature on NGDOs has had a narrow and often negative slant, focusing on 

issues such as effectiveness and accountability, dangers of co-optation and sustainability, and 

supposedly un-professional management practices. In contrast, this study looks at NGDOs from 

a more organic and appreciative perspective. Its goal is to contribute to an understanding of 

how they have gone about becoming and remaining an effective force of change in their 

societies. It contributes to closing the wide theoretical and empirical gap in understanding of 

how NGDOs have responded to emerging deep challenges and the outcomes of their 

responses.

2 Overview of the research 

2.1 Research concepts and their evolution

My research journey started with three initial concepts, i.e. globalisation, strategic change 

and position. These are discussed in chapter 2. A transformative evolution occurred through 

interaction with several case study organisations in India and the learning loops based on that 

experience. The key result was that the initial concepts were replaced by four superimposed 
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processes of sense-making; changing, i.e. organising and positioning; learning; and choice-

making. I underline the importance of this evolution: a change in focus from static concepts to 

processes; an increasing emphasis on interrelationships between processes; and a move from 

an outsider’s to a from-within perspective. Superficially, this latter might indicate an uncritical 

relationship with the case organisations. However, it is precisely the from-within perspective that 

has made possible a number of the most significant findings of this study, that is the active 

blurring of organisational boundaries and the consciously crafted interactive nature of the 

juxtaposed processes.  

2.2 Research methodology and case organisations 

One important characteristic of the applied study methodology is its grounded naturalistic 

and appreciative approach (chapter 3). The study is not concerned with success-failure type of 

results, but aims at learning through an open-minded analysis. To the extent possible, this has 

been through a joint, interactive process, which was enabled by the creation of different 

feedback and learning opportunities and specific products. This continual interaction along the 

research journey contributed to building up a joint learning spiral, in which “reflection on 

reflection-in-action” was possible.   

In their own way, the case organisations are all “high-fliers”, that is, they were not selected 

randomly, but are widely perceived to be influential players in their own field and beyond. One 

organisation (MYRADA) was studied in the first stage and three, all groups of Prayas, in the 

second. The stages refer to the two research spirals of grounded theory used in this study. The 

second stage elaborated on the areas of sense-making, changing, learning and choice-making 

that had emerged as important from the first stage.  

MYRADA, based in Bangalore, Karnataka state, was founded in 1968. Initially concerned 

with the resettlement of Tibetan refugees, it gradually became involved in rural development 

and now works on a wide range of issues. The foundation of all its programmes is the 

strengthening of people’s organisations. In 2003, with a staff of 326, MYRADA was managing 

sixteen projects in three states of Southern India. Currently, it also co-ordinates two NGDO 

networks and provides support to programmes in India and abroad. Furthermore, with its eleven 

training centres, it is a major actor in capacity building. In its relatively long history, MYRADA 

has undergone various changes – in retrospect, these can be called strategic, since they have 

impacted on its very identity as a development actor. How it has gone about making a success 
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of two such in-depth changes – transformation of the core business and decentralisation – is 

described in chapter 5 and 6.  

Prayas, located in Pune, Maharashtra state, was established in 1994. It consists of four 

autonomous groups, of which three have been studied in detail. Its core members were 

politically and socially active long before it was established. Although the organisation has 

grown, this spirit of social engagement still underlies the bond between the core members. 

Chapter 8 details the changes that have taken place in the different Prayas groups and at the 

organisational level. 

Prayas Energy Group or PEG is active in the power sector, which has been deeply 

influenced by processes of liberalisation, privatisation and globalisation (LPG). PEG initially 

consisted of one or two persons, working with small grants and their own savings. Over time, 

PEG has grown to a largely foreign-funded group of seven. It commands respect from a wide 

range of actors at state, national and international level as despite its small size, it has been 

able to influence the shaping of policies central to India’s power sector. 

Prayas Health group is one of the first organisations in India to have taken up the issue of 

HIV/Aids at a time when this was very controversial in India and beyond. Its two founder-

members initially worked from their medical clinic on awareness and acceptance. By 2005, it 

had become Prayas’ largest group, working in twenty-three hospitals in Maharashtra. Its 

educational and training material is in demand with a range of actors.  

The Resources and Livelihoods or RELI group is the youngest offshoot. It aims to evolve a 

sustainable livelihoods discourse and practice with the direct participation of groups threatened 

by processes of especially LPG.  Established in 1999 with two and a half staff, it has been able 

to create a position and credibility as a knowledge facilitator at the state and increasingly at the 

national level. 

2.3 Field context 

To embed the study findings in their contexts, in chapter 4 I offer an overview of the complex 

Indian situation and some trends that are currently transforming the society. Since 

Independence in 1947, poverty reduction has been a major goal of development policy in India, 

pursued through a variety of strategies. Today, there is a baffling number of schemes and 

programmes funded by the central or state governments. Public governance is currently being 

transformed under the influence of LPG. These relatively recent processes add to an already 

intricate and at times contradictory situation. In recent years, civil society actors including 
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NGDOs are increasingly uncertain about what they should do, what issues to take up and how 

effective they are. Despite the confusion that erodes the capacity of civil society to formulate 

responses and to close ranks, there is an emergence of innovative efforts by NGDOs and other 

civil society actors.  

3 Research findings 

The thesis’ most salient findings can be grouped in three categories: how sense-making and 

changing are linked, and how the case organisations influence this interaction in order to 

achieve their social change goals and learn in the process; how the organisations make choices 

and deal with the never-ending challenge to balance them; and, how the organisations couple 

the processes of sense-making, changing, learning and choice-making. 

3.1 Sense-making and changing in turbulent situations 

Sense-making

In ambiguous and dynamic situations, sense-making is an art central to the success of social 

change organisations. Drawing on Weick’s “untidy” schema on sense-making, I distinguish a 

number of components or emphases. Enactment is the process of making sense in action, 

thereby generating and punctuating flows of events. Selection deals with identifying and editing 

those accounts of enactment that best fit with prior understandings of plausibility. It is closely 

linked to interpretation, which is the process of developing models for understanding the flow of 

events, bringing out meaning, and assembling conceptual schemes. Retention is about 

articulating plausible maps, often in narrative form, that summarise a sense of the situation.  

Changing as organising and positioning 

As development organisations, NGDOs explicitly aim to bring about change in their context. 

As a result, NGDOs are explicitly and consciously open organisations that are not only 

influenced by, but also actively and deliberately aim to influence their and other actors’ contexts. 

Therefore, with NGDOs, changing encompasses both organising, that is changing within the 



 350

organisation, and positioning, that is processes of changing aimed at achieving the 

organisation’s developmental goal. While organising and positioning are not separate, I put 

forward the distinction as meaningful because it indicates the dual outlook that NGDOs have to 

balance. Any inquiry into changing by NGDOs needs to take into consideration the resulting 

complexities as the nature of change processes in the two areas are different and entail 

different kinds of choices (see below). 

Inquiring from within the organisation shows that changing – and thus positioning and 

organising – is continuous rather than discontinuous, but that different tempi and modes, that is 

first-, second- and third-order changes depending on the depth of changing, can be observed. A 

focus on the process of changing encourages appreciation of embeddedness, temporal 

interconnectedness, plurality, and open-endedness. Third-order change is observed to emerge 

from and in turn to induce first- and second-order changes. I contend, therefore that first- and 

second-order change – the “every-day changes” – need to be included in the analysis to 

understand the logic, process and consequences of a so-called strategic change and vice 

versa. 

Sense-making and changing 

Enacting and thus acting and changing, are perceived to form a central component of sense-

making. In third-order changes that influence the existential identity of an organisation and thus 

its organisational culture, the very rules and principles underlying the shaping of sense-making 

components are transformed. I therefore argue for an expansion of Weick’s sense-making 

scheme by distinguishing processes of first- and second-order changing that take place within 

an established framework of operation, from third-order changing that follows a different 

dynamic. This distinction allows for a deepened understanding of the role of an organisation’s 

identity.

Influencing sense-making and changing 

Especially in a turbulent situation, organisations evolve within complex systems in which 

actors continually interact and give meaning to the events around them. In these interactions, 

the boundaries between organisations and their surroundings become less distinct. Importantly, 

with NGDOs, this openness is not unlimited. Amidst the ambiguity of their changing context, 
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they dispose of powerful ways to shape their own sense-making processes and those of other 

actors. I have identified a number of mechanisms by means of which the NGDOs employ their 

identity and values to orient actions. Through five of these mechanisms, they influence the 

dynamics of sense-making and changing in order to achieve their social change goal more 

effectively. In consequence, the mechanisms allow NGDOs to move beyond being abstract 

value-based organisations and to be both value-led and impact-driven. 

Selective permeability is a filtering mechanism based on an NGDO’s values, beliefs and 

principles that allows an NGDO to interact intensively with its environment without losing itself in 

the process. In the process of transcribing, an organisation highlights or makes apparent those 

signals that may influence its course and its social change goal. It is of particular value when 

ambiguous signals compete for attention and different actors are attuned to different signals. 

NGDOs are seen to use not only reactive, but also proactive ways of transcribing to deepen or 

widen interaction with internal and external stakeholders. Hypothesising is the creative, future-

oriented but grounded construction of schemes of what the organisation should do. It is a core 

competency since social change as a desired output is a continuously moving target in a 

context which itself is changing. Through compasses, values are translated into visions, 

acquiring thereby an action-triggering and -guiding form. A complementary mechanism is the 

application of litmus tests in which values have been translated into action-correcting guidelines. 

I underline that effectively planning change is possible only to a very limited degree in the 

volatile situations in which most NGDOs are working. Compasses and litmus tests are 

formulated in sufficiently abstract terms that they retain the flexibility needed for an interactive 

concretisation of the vision in ambiguous situations. This interactive balancing of flexibility and 

direction coincides with a continuous change intervention theory, in which change is perceived 

as a process of intertwining activities, relationships and sense-making.  

Interactive learning

Learning emerged throughout the study as important to both organising and positioning. 

NGDOs can be seen to practice interactive learning in which acting, reflecting and learning are 

interwoven. This interactive learning underpins third-order changing in situations of ambiguity, 

unpredictability and instability. I emphasise that for NGDOs, interactive learning is as much 

about working in ambiguous and unstable situations as it is also used deliberately to create 

waves of change in a multi-stakeholder context. Through interactive learning, often bridging 

local, national and international levels, NGDOs actively contribute to learning by others. The 
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organisations studied continually encourage shared reflection and sense-making at and 

between various levels, sometimes preceded by intentionally created learning-by-doing 

practices, leading to the emergence of multiple local narratives and realities. The joint 

development of alternative actions is stimulated through frequent social interactions that 

strengthen mutual trust and a sense of shared values. At the same time, I underline the 

importance of the chemistry generated by the active mixing of tacit and explicit knowledge to 

tighten their own learning and changing spiral and those of other stakeholders. 

As with changing, different modes of learning can be identified and a similar distinction can 

be made between first-, second- and third-order learning. I argue that in third-order learning the 

dynamic of interaction with sense-making and changing is fundamentally different than in first- 

and second-order learning. The former involves “reflection on reflection-in-action” and entails 

transformation of identities and values through reflection on one’s manner of thinking, acting 

and learning and on the underlying assumptions.  

The learning and changing spiral is further tightened when lessons are articulated into more 

generally applicable action-guiding criteria that incorporate aspects of reflection on reflection-in-

action and future-oriented hypothesising. Articulation of lessons forms the sixth mechanism that 

I have identified, in which the organisation’s identity is harnessed for action. Although the 

articulation of lessons influences particularly the learning process, I would like to emphasise that 

it is the combined use of all six mechanisms that fuels and tightens linkages between processes 

of sense-making, changing and learning.  

Broadening sense-making 

By relating Weick’s process of sense-making to mode of changing, I make explicit the role of 

identity and values. Also, by distinguishing organising and positioning, the concept of enacting – 

and thus acting and changing – has been further refined, at the same time emphasising an 

NGDO’s dual outlook as a social change actor. Finally, I have identified and positioned six 

identity-based action-orienting mechanisms in relation to Weick’s sense-making components, 

showing how NGDOs influence the dynamics of the sense-making process. In all the identified 

mechanisms, identity and values are actively and creatively enlisted to guide the creation of 

meaning and engagement with other actors across organisational levels and stakeholders’ 

contexts. As an alternative to simplified notions of organisational culture as either hampering or 

supporting change, I suggest that change management researchers need to understand how 

NGDOs actually make use of their identity and values. 
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3.2 Choice-making and the art of balancing 

Another area that emerged as important throughout the study is choice-making. Firstly, 

NGDOs are shown to deliberately make unconventional, innovative choices. Secondly, NGDOs 

continually rethink choices regarding, for example, how to bring about change in increasingly 

complex and turbulent circumstances. Therefore, I assert that choice-making is a process 

central to the coupling of changing and sense-making.  I use the term choice-making purposely 

to emphasise both the active nature of the process and the range of choices, which includes the 

continual balancing of options, trade-offs and gains. Eight descriptors have been identified, each 

representing ranges in choices central to processes of organising and positioning that any 

development actor must consider. With respect to organising, these include centralisation, 

diversity, size, formality and age. With respect to positioning, they include level, sources of 

financing, and networking. Other descriptors may be of relevance in particular cases, but these 

eight descriptors are seen to be central and to relate directly to essential features of any NGDO, 

namely its identity, legitimacy, effectiveness and sustainability.  

As these choices involve multiple options, the descriptors themselves can be represented as 

multi-dimensional shapes. To show how choices are interlinked, I have represented the 

descriptors of organising and positioning in a choice-making constellation. Any such 

representation will be fluid at two levels: organisations continually rebalance options within a 

descriptor, and interlinkages between descriptors are constantly reassessed. I underline the 

value of both the model’s fluidity and its multi-dimensionality, at the level of individual 

descriptors as well as of the constellation itself. Its fluidity facilitates recognition of the 

complexity and dynamism of choice-making and changing.  Its multi-dimensionality stimulates 

thinking of unconventional answers to complex problems. 

To broaden thinking and understanding, I have placed choice-making in a comparative 

organisational framework by juxtaposing an NGDO’s development approach and its actual 

choice-making constellation with Lam’s four models of organisational learning. In this way, weak 

areas can be exposed as well as divergent, canny choices. Also, by thus making apparent the 

diversity of choices, creative reflection can be encouraged.  

By relating Lam’s static models on the organisational embedding of learning with dynamic 

constellations of choice-making, I have sharpened her propositions to include consideration of 

divergent and innovative choices, at the same time adding a sense of context and history. 
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3.3 Synergy in synthesis: the SiCLiC configuration 

By juxtaposing sense-making and changing processes with learning and choice-making, I 

have coupled and broadened thinking about these central processes. This juxtaposing is 

represented by the Sense-makIng, Changing, LearnIng and Choice-making or SiCLiC 

configuration. It permits a synchronous examination of these processes, and thus offers 

important insights, which may be lost when each is considered in isolation. As a result, at the 

theoretical level, an important contribution of the SiCLiC configuration, including the 

constellation of choice-making, is the contextualisation of a number of hitherto disparate 

conceptual processes.

The SiCLiC configuration makes it possible to see individual choices as embedded in a 

historical context; to understand how identity and values are enlisted to achieve social change 

goals; and to appreciate the manoeuvring around trade-offs.  It thus illustrates some of the 

intricacies of how a development actor uses its identity and values to engage with others and to 

create meaning, and in the process to learn and to change. Therefore, paradoxically, the 

juxtaposed configuration helps to unravel complex processes which in real life are tangled. It 

represents a move away from classic change management strategies centred on planning and 

design towards an interlinked dynamic of sense-making, changing, learning, and choice-making.  

The SiCLiC configuration throws into relief the over-simplification of approaches that focus 

on a single aspect of management. I contend that to understand the everyday reality of 

organisations that deal with multi-faceted choices in an ambiguous and dynamic environment, 

researchers have to move beyond thinking in terms of exclusive “right” answers or theories. I 

suggest that special attention should be given to composite or hybrid perspectives that allow for 

a broader understanding of the fleeting and interconnected nature of an NGDO’s work and 

world, coupling rather than partitioning perceptions of these organisations’ features and 

functioning.

Many of the less obvious NGDO assets are stored in organisational culture and aspects of 

identity. Hence, I contend that practitioners and agencies supporting NGDOs are mistaken if 

they bet solely on quantitative, target-oriented, and control-led approaches that come with a 

specified set of planning and analytic tools, because these ignore the tacit, intangible wealth 

accumulated by NGDOs. I suggest that the SiCLiC configuration and the choice-making 

constellation can contribute to bridging the divide between a world-view dominated by output 

measurement and one that encompasses contradictions, multiple voices, ambiguity, and diverse 

causes and effects.  



 355

SAMENVATTING

1  Achtergrond en verantwoording

Dit onderzoek gaat over Zuidelijke niet-gouvernementele ontwikkelingsgerichte organisaties 

(NGDOs), d.i. maatschappelijke organisaties die zich wijden aan duurzame ontwikkeling en 

sociaal-economische emancipatie van achtergestelde groeperingen. Dit is een tijdperk waarin 

zij, die verandering teweeg willen brengen, zelf geconfronteerd worden met turbulente en 

ambigue veranderingen van een ongekende schaal. NGDOs wordt gevraagd standpunten in te 

nemen ten aanzien van slecht gedefinieerde en ambigue thema’s, die echter veelomvattende 

en langdurige gevolgen kunnen hebben. In hun worsteling om zich te herpositioneren in deze 

snel transformerende wereld, dragen zij bij aan een groeiende vraag naar theorieën betreffende 

organisatieverandering die relevant zijn voor door waarden geïnspireerde organisaties. Dit 

wordt o.a. bemoeilijkt, doordat organisatieveranderingstheorieën grotendeels gestoeld zijn op 

perspectieven, concepten en handelingspraktijken uit de commerciële sector en maar al te vaak 

op een vanzelfsprekende wijze toegepast worden op NGDOs. Er is een grote behoefte aan 

theorieën die ontwikkeld zijn uit en geworteld zijn in de ervaringen van NGDOs zelf. 

Veel literatuur over NGDOs heeft een beperkte en vaak negatieve insteek, gericht op de 

effectiviteit en accountablity, de gevaren van co-optatie en het gebrek aan duurzaamheid, of 

verondersteld onprofessionele managementspraktijken. Deze studie daarentegen kijkt vanuit 

een meer organisch en waarderend perspectief naar NGDOs en heeft tot doel bij te dragen aan 

kennis en begrip over hoe succesvolle NGDOs erin geslaagd zijn om relevante en effectieve 

ontwikkelingsgerichte actoren te blijven in een turbulente omgeving. De studie draagt daarom bij 

aan het verkleinen van het bestaande theoretische en empirische hiaat in kennis over hoe 

NGDOs hebben gereageerd op nieuwe, ingrijpende uitdagingen en de uitkomsten ervan. 

2 Overzicht van de studie 

2.1 Onderzoeksconcepten en hun evolutie 

Ik begon mijn onderzoek aanvankelijk met drie concepten: globalisering, strategische 

verandering en positie (hoofdstuk 2). Door interacties met de Indiase case-study organisaties en 
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de daaruit voortvloeiende leercycli, zijn deze initiële concepten geëvolueerd naar vier onderling 

nauw verbonden processen van zingeving, veranderen, leren en het maken van keuzes. Ik 

onderstreep het belang van deze evolutie, die de focus van het onderzoek heeft verlegd van 

statische concepten naar processen, met meer aandacht voor relaties tussen processen, en 

een verandering in onderzoeksperspectief van die van een buitenstaander naar één van 

binnenuit. Oppervlakkig gezien zou deze laatste verandering een onkritische visie op de case 

organisaties met zich mee kunnen brengen. Echter, het is juist dit perspectief van binnenuit, dat 

een aantal van de belangrijkste resultaten naar voren heeft gebracht, namelijk: het actief 

vervagen van organisatiegrenzen door NGDOs waardoor het verschil tussen ‘binnen’ en ‘buiten’ 

verdwijnt, en het bewust vormgeven van het interactieve karakter van de vier genoemde 

processen.

2.2 Onderzoeksmethodologie en case organisaties 

Een belangrijk kenmerk van de gebruikte onderzoeksmethodologie is de zogenaamde 

‘grounded’, naturalistische en waarderende werkwijze (hoofdstuk 3). De studie houdt zich niet 

bezig met het succes of falen van organisaties, maar richt zich op leren via een open-minded 

analyse. Voorzover mogelijk is dit gebeurd in een gezamenlijk, interactief proces met de case 

organisaties. Dit werd mogelijk gemaakt door feedback- en leermomenten in te lassen. De 

continue interactie tijdens het onderzoeksproces heeft bijgedragen aan het opbouwen van een 

gezamenlijk leerspiraal waarin “reflectie over reflectie-in-actie” mogelijk werd. Bij elkaar vormt 

het onderzoeksproces twee fasen waarin steeds een spiraal uit de ‘Grounded Theory’ wordt 

doorlopen. Tijdens de eerste fase (case organisatie MYRADA) lag de nadruk op een zo open 

mogelijke verkenning. Tijdens de tweede fase (case organisatie Prayas) werden de processen 

van zingeving, veranderen, leren en keuzes maken, die tijdens de eerste fase als belangrijk 

naar voren kwamen, verder onderzocht. Elke case organisatie is op haar manier een 

hoogvlieger: de gekozen organisaties worden door een wijde omgeving gezien als invloedrijke 

spelers in hun eigen veld en daarbuiten.  

MYRADA, werkzaam vanuit Bangalore in de staat Karnataka, werd opgericht in 1968. De 

aanvankelijke aandacht voor hervestiging van Tibetaanse vluchtelingen verschoof geleidelijk  

naar rurale ontwikkeling. Heden ten dage houdt MYRADA zich bezig met een scala aan 

programma’s met als kern het versterken van organisaties van de lokale bevolking. In 2003, met 

een staf van 326, beheerde MYRADA zestien projecten in drie staten in Zuidelijk India. Zij 

coördineert tevens 2 NGDO netwerken in India en biedt zowel in India als daarbuiten 
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ondersteuning aan programma’s. Met haar elf trainingscentra, speelt MYRADA bovendien een 

belangrijke rol in de capaciteitsversterking van andere publieke en private actoren. Gedurende 

haar relatief lange historie heeft MYRADA verschillende veranderingen ondergaan, waarvan 

sommige – terugblikkend – als strategisch bestempeld kunnen worden, aangezien deze haar 

identiteit als ontwikkelingsactor hebben beïnvloed. Hoofdstuk 5 en 6 beschrijven hoe MYRADA 

twee van deze ingrijpende veranderingen (transformatie van haar kerntaken, en decentralisatie) 

succesvol heeft kunnen realiseren.  

Prayas, gesitueerd in Pune in de staat Maharashtra, is formeel geregistreerd in 1994. Deze 

organisatie bestaat uit vier autonome groepen, waarvan er drie uitgebreid zijn bestudeerd 

(hoofdstuk 8). Haar kernleden waren reeds politiek en sociaal actief lang voordat Prayas werd 

opgericht. Hoewel zij gegroeid is in de loop van de tijd, blijft deze sociale betrokkenheid de 

basis vormen van de band tussen de kernleden.  

Prayas Energy Group (PEG) is actief in de energiesector, een sector die diepgaand 

beïnvloed wordt door processen van liberalisering, privatisering en globalisering (LPG). PEG 

bestond oorspronkelijk uit slechts 2 personen, die werkten met kleine giften en eigen 

spaargelden. In de loop van de tijd is PEG uitgegroeid tot een grotendeels door het buitenland 

gefinancierde groep met 7 stafleden. Deze groep wordt gerespecteerd in een wijde kring van 

actoren op staats-, nationaal en internationaal niveau, omdat zij – ondanks haar geringe 

omvang – in staat is geweest invloed te hebben op vormgeving van beleidsgebieden die 

centraal zijn voor India’s energiesector.  

Prayas Health Group (HG) was een van de eerste organisaties in India, die het onderwerp 

HIV/Aids hebben opgepakt op een moment waarop dit nog zeer controversieel was. In het begin 

werkten haar twee stichters vanuit hun gezondheidskliniek aan bewustwording en acceptatie. In 

2005, was de HG uitgegroeid tot de grootste Prayas groep, werkzaam in 23 ziekenhuizen in 

Maharashtra. De educatieve en trainingsmaterialen worden door diverse actoren gebruikt.  

De jongste group ‘Resources and Livelihoods’ (RELI) richt zich op het ontwikkelen van een 

debat over en de praktijk van duurzaam levensonderhoud met de directe participatie van die 

groepen die bedreigd worden door processen van vooral LPG. Opgericht in 1999 met 2 

stafleden, heeft zij zich een positie en geloofwaardigheid weten te verwerven als 

kennisfacilitator op staats- en in toenemende mate, op nationaal niveau.  
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2.3 Onderzoekscontext

Om de studieresultaten in een context te plaatsen wordt in hoofdstuk 4 een overzicht 

gegeven van de complexe Indiase situatie en van trends die de Indiase maatschappij 

momenteel transformeren. Sinds de onafhankelijkheid in 1947 is armoedebestrijding een 

belangrijk doel geweest van het nationale ontwikkelingsbeleid, te bereiken door middel van 

diverse strategieën. Heden ten dage bestaat er een verwarrend aantal programma’s 

gefinancierd door de centrale of staatsoverheden. Onder invloed van de LPG processen 

ondergaat het openbaar bestuur veranderingen die het federale bestel, dat toch al complex en 

soms zelfs tegenstrijdig is, nog verwarrender maken. Maatschappelijke organisaties inclusief de 

NGDOs zijn in toenemende mate onzeker over hoe te handelen en over hun eigen effectiviteit. 

Ondanks de verwarring die de capaciteit van het maatschappelijk middenveld ondermijnt om 

antwoorden te formuleren en de rangen te sluiten, is een stroom van innovatieve initiatieven van 

NGDOs en andere maatschappelijke actoren zichtbaar.

3 Onderzoeksbevindingen 

De meest in het oog springende studieresultaten kunnen gegroepeerd worden in drie 

categorieën: (1) hoe zingeving en veranderen samenhangen en hoe de case organisaties deze 

interactie beïnvloeden om hun sociale veranderingsdoelen te bereiken en al doende te leren; (2) 

hoe de organisaties keuzes maken en omgaan met de voortdurende uitdaging deze te 

balanceren; en (3) hoe de organisaties de processen van zingeving, veranderen, leren en 

keuzes maken aan elkaar koppelen. 

3.1 Zingeving en veranderen in turbulente situaties

Zingeving

In ambigue en dynamische situaties is zingeving een kunst die wezenlijk is voor het succes 

van ontwikkelingsgerichte organisaties. Gebaseerd op Weick’s ideeën over zingeving, 

onderscheid ik een aantal componenten of accenten. ‘Enactment’ is het zingeven in actie, 

waarbij de door de acties gecreëerde stroom van gebeurtenissen wordt opgebroken in 

begrijpelijke delen. ‘Selection’ is het identificeren en redigeren van díe in enactment gecreëerde 
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delen, die het best passen bij eerdere opvattingen over hetgeen geloofwaardig wordt 

verondersteld. Het is nauw verbonden met ‘interpretation’, wat het ontwikkelen van modellen is 

om de stroom van gebeurtenissen te bevatten, daarbij zingeving naar voren brengend en 

conceptuele kaders scheppend. ‘Retention’ is het formuleren van geloofwaardige schema’s, 

vaak in een verhalende vorm, die de zin van de situatie samenvatten. 

Veranderen als organiseren en positioneren

Als ontwikkelingsgerichte organisaties richten NGDOs zich expliciet op het veranderen van 

hun omgeving. NGDOs zijn daarom bewust open organisaties die niet alleen beïnvloed worden 

door, maar ook actief en weloverwogen invloed uitoefenen op de omgeving. Als gevolg daarvan 

omvat veranderen bij NGDOs zowel organiseren, dit is veranderen binnen de organisatie, als 

positioneren, dit is veranderen gericht op het bereiken van het sociaal veranderingsdoel van de 

organisatie. Hoewel beide begrippen samenhangen, zie ik het onderscheid als zinvol, omdat het 

de dualiteit in veranderperspectief aangeeft, die een NGDO moet balanceren. Elk onderzoek 

naar veranderen door NGDOs moet rekening houden met de daaruit voortvloeiende 

complicaties, aangezien de twee veranderingsprocessen van karakter verschillen en andere 

keuzes impliceren. 

Onderzoek vanuit de organisatie laat zien dat veranderen – en dus organiseren en 

positioneren – meer continu dan discontinu is, maar dat verschillende tempi en orden (d.i. 

wijzen van verandering gerelateerd aan de diepte van verandering) kunnen worden 

waargenomen. Een gerichtheid op veranderen in plaats van verandering (zie 2.1) stimuleert een 

waardering van de inbedding, verwevenheid door de tijd heen, pluraliteit, en open-endedness 

van veranderingen. De studieresultaten laten zien dat derde-orde-verandering voortvloeit uit en 

bijdraagt aan veranderingen van de eerste en tweede orde. Om die reden betoog ik dat het 

analyseren van veranderingen van de eerste en tweede orde – de dagelijkse veranderingen – 

nodig is om de logica, het proces en de consequenties van een zogenaamde strategische of 

derde-orde-verandering te begrijpen, en vice versa. 

Zingeving en verandering

Enacting, en dus handelen en veranderen, wordt gezien als een centrale component van 

zingeving. In derde-orde-veranderingen die de existentiële identiteit van een organisatie en dus 
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haar organisatiecultuur beïnvloeden, worden de regels en principes die ten grondslag liggen 

aan het vormgeven van componenten van zingeving getransformeerd. Ik pleit daarom voor een 

uitbreiding van Weick’s schema voor zingeving door het onderscheiden van veranderingen van 

een eerste en tweede orde, die plaatsvinden binnen een bestaand kader van opereren, van 

veranderingen van een derde orde, die een andere dynamiek volgt. Dit onderscheid maakt een 

beter begrip mogelijk omtrent rol van de identiteit van de organisatie.  

Beinvloeden van zingeving en verandering 

Met name in turbulente situaties evolueren organisaties binnen complexe systemen waarin 

actoren continu interacteren en zin geven aan de gebeurtenissen om hen heen. In deze 

interacties worden de grenzen tussen de organisaties en hun omgeving minder duidelijk. Het is 

belangrijk te zien, dat met NGDOs deze openheid niet ongelimiteerd is. Temidden van de 

ambiguïteit van hun veranderende context beschikken zij over krachtige manieren om hun eigen 

proces van zingeving en die van andere actoren vorm te geven. Ik heb een aantal 

mechanismen geïdentificeerd, door middel waarvan NGDOs hun identiteit en waarden inzetten 

bij het richting geven aan hun acties.  Door vijf ervan oefenen zij invloed uit op de dynamiek van 

zingeven en veranderen, om effectiever hun sociaal veranderingsdoel te bereiken. Daardoor 

maken deze mechanismen het de NGDOs mogelijk om van een abstracte voorstelling van een 

waarden-georiënteerde actor te komen tot één die deze oriëntatie op waarden kan omzetten in 

het effectiever bereiken van resultaat. 

 Selectieve permeabiliteit is een filtermechanisme gebaseerd op de waarden, uitgangspunten 

en principes van de NGDO, dat het haar mogelijk maakt om intensief met de omgeving uit te 

wisselen zonder zichzelf in het proces te verliezen;  

 Door middel van transcriptie maakt een organisatie díe signalen duidelijk of helder, die haar 

koers en haar doelstellingen kunnen beïnvloeden. Het is van speciaal belang, wanneer 

ambigue signalen om aandacht concurreren en actoren gericht zijn op verschillende 

signalen. NGDOs gebruiken niet alleen reactieve, maar ook pro-actieve manieren van 

transcriptie om interactie met interne en externe stakeholders te verdiepen of verbreden;  

 Het formuleren van hypothesen is het construeren van creatieve, toekomstgerichte, op 

empirie gestoelde voorstellingen over wat een organisatie zou moeten doen. Aangezien door 

de organisatie gewenste veranderingen voortdurend bewegende doelen zijn in een context 

die zelf aan verandering onderhevig is, vormt het formuleren van hypothesen een 

kerncompetentie;
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 Een kompas vertaalt waarden in visies, waarbij dezen een actie-veroorzakende en –

gidsende vorm verkrijgen;

 Een lakmoes-test tenslotte is een test die waarden vertaalt naar actie-corrigerende principes 

Het is een mechanisme die de tegenhanger vormt van een kompas.  

Ik onderstreep hierbij, dat een effectieve planning van verandering alleen in zeer beperkte mate 

mogelijk is in de snel veranderende situaties waarin de meeste NGDOs werkzaam zijn. 

Kompassen en lakmoes-testen worden geformuleerd in voldoend abstracte termen, zodat zij de 

flexibiliteit behouden die nodig is om in ambigue situaties te komen tot een interactieve 

concretisering van de visie. Dit interactief balanceren van flexibiliteit en richting komt overeen 

met recente veranderingstheorieën, die verandering zien als een continu proces van 

samenvlechten van activiteiten, relaties en zingeving. 

Interactief leren

Gedurende het onderzoek kwam leren naar voren als belangrijk voor zowel organiseren als 

positioneren. Observaties wijzen op het interactief leren door NGDOs waarbij handelen, 

reflecteren en leren vervlochten zijn. Dit interactieve leren vormt de basis van derde orde 

veranderingen in ambigue situaties, waar onvoorspelbaarheid en instabiliteit de boventoon 

voeren. Ik benadruk, dat het bij interactief leren van NGDOs zowel gaat om het kunnen werken 

in ambigue en instabiele situaties als om het kiezen van een weloverwogen strategie om 

verandering te creëren in een multi-stakeholder context. Door middel van interactief leren, 

waarbij vaak lokale, nationale en internationale niveaus worden overbrugd, dragen NGDOs bij 

aan het leren door anderen. De onderzochte organisaties stimuleren voortdurend het 

gezamenlijk reflecteren en zingeven op en tussen verschillende niveaus. Dit wordt soms 

voorafgegaan door het doelgericht creëren van ‘learning-by-doing’-ervaringen, die leiden tot het 

naar bovendrijven van meervoudige, lokale praktijkverhalen en realiteiten. Het gezamenlijk 

ontwikkelen van alternatieve acties wordt gestimuleerd door de frequente sociale interacties, die 

een wederzijds vertrouwen en een gevoel van gedeelde waarden versterken. Ik onderstreep 

tegelijkertijd het belang van de chemie die ontstaat door het actief mengen van ervarings- en 

formele kennis om de eigen spiraal van leren en veranderen en die van anderen te versterken. 

Evenals bij veranderen kan bij leren een eerste, tweede en derde orde worden 

onderscheiden. Ik betoog, dat bij derde orde leren de interactie tussen processen van zingeving 

en veranderen fundamenteel verschilt van eerste en tweede orde leren. Het eerste houdt een 

‘reflecteren op reflectie-in-actie’ in en brengt door de reflectie op de eigen manier van denken, 
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handelen en leren, en op de aannames die dezen onderbouwen, een transformatie van 

identiteiten en waarden met zich mee. 

De leer- en veranderspiraal wordt verder versterkt door het formuleren van geleerde lessen 

in meer algemeen toepasbare ‘action-orienting’ criteria. Deze houden aspecten in van zowel 

‘reflectie op reflectie-in-actie’ als van toekomstgerichte hypothesen. Het formuleren van lessen

vormt het zesde mechanisme, dat ik heb geïdentificeerd, waarin de identiteit en waarden van de 

organisatie worden toegerust voor actie. Hoewel het formuleren van lessen m.n. het leerproces 

beinvloedt, wil ik benadrukken, dat het juist het gecombineerd gebruiken van alle zes 

mechanismen is, dat de samenhangen tussen processen van zingeving, veranderen en leren 

voedt en versterkt. 

Verbreden van zingeving 

Door Weick’s proces van zingeving in verband te brengen met orden van veranderen, heb ik 

de rol van identiteit en waarden verduidelijkt. Door bij veranderen onderscheid te maken tussen 

organiseren en positioneren, heb ik tevens het concept van ‘enactment’ verfijnd, waardoor 

tegelijkertijd de dualiteit in het veranderperspectief van een NGDO wordt benadrukt. Tenslotte 

heb ik zes mechanismen geïdentificeerd en gepositioneerd ten opzichte van Weick’s 

onderscheiden accenten van zingeving. In al deze mechanismen worden identiteit en waarden 

op een actieve en creatieve wijze aangewend om richting te geven aan zinvolle actie en de 

samenwerking met andere actoren, over organisatieniveaus en contexten heen. In plaats van 

organisatiecultuur te zien als óf hinderend óf ondersteunend bij verandering, stel ik voor dat 

onderzoekers van verandermanagement begrip moeten hebben voor de wijze waarop NGDOs 

hun identiteit en waarden inzetten bij veranderingsprocessen. 

3.2 Het maken van keuzes en de kunst van het balanceren

Een ander gebied dat als belangrijk naar voren kwam tijdens de studie is het maken van 

keuzes. In de eerste plaats blijken NGDOs bewust onconventionele, innovatieve keuzes te 

maken. Ten tweede overwegen NGDOs steeds weer gedane keuzes bijvoorbeeld ten aanzien 

van hoe verandering te creëren in complexe en turbulente omstandigheden. Om die redenen 

betoog ik dat het maken van keuzes cruciaal is in het proces van koppelen van verandering en 

zingeving. Ik gebruik met opzet de term ‘maken van keuzes’ om zowel het actieve karakter van 



 363

het proces te onderstrepen alsook om de scala van keuzemogelijkheden aan te geven, die 

tegelijkertijd een continu balanceren van opties en van positieve en negatieve gevolgen 

inhouden.

Ik heb acht descriptoren geïdentificeerd, die elk een spectrum van opties inhouden. Elke 

actor zou deze acht in overweging moeten nemen aangezien zij centrale keuzes vormen in 

processen van organiseren en positioneren. Met betrekking tot organiseren zijn het de 

descriptoren van centraliseren, diversiteit, omvang, formaliteit en leeftijd. Met betrekking tot 

positioneren zijn het de descriptoren van niveau, financieringsbronnen en netwerken. In 

specifieke gevallen kunnen andere descriptoren relevant zijn, echter deze acht worden gezien 

als centraal en direct in relatie staand tot de essentiële kenmerken van elke NGDO, namelijk 

haar identiteit, legitimiteit, effectiviteit en duurzaamheid. 

Aangezien deze keuzes meervoudige opties inhouden, kunnen de descriptoren als zodanig 

worden weergegeven als multi-dimensionele vormen. Om te laten zien hoe keuzes met elkaar 

samenhangen, heb ik de descriptoren van organiseren en positioneren weergegeven in de 

zogenaamde ‘constellatie van keuzes maken’. Elke weergave van een dergelijke constellatie is 

op twee niveaus permanent in beweging: organisaties balanceren continu opties binnen een 

descriptor, en de samenhangen tussen de descriptoren worden steeds opnieuw overwogen. Ik 

onderstreep het belang van zowel het beweeglijke karakter van het model als dat van haar 

multi-dimensionaliteit, beide op het niveau van de individuele descriptoren en van de 

constellatie zelf. Het beweeglijke karakter in een erkenning in van de complexiteit en dynamiek 

van het maken van keuzes en veranderen. De multi-dimensionaliteit stimuleert het denken over 

onconventionele oplossingen voor complexe problemen. 

Om het denken en begrijpen verder uit te breiden, heb ik het maken van keuzes in een 

vergelijkend kader gezet door het ontwikkelingsmodel van een NGDO te plaatsen naast de 

constellatie van daadwerkelijk door haar gemaakte keuzes, en naast Lam’s modellen voor leren 

in vier ideaaltypische organisaties. Op deze manier komen zowel zwakke plekken naar voren 

alswel vernuftige keuzes. Verder kan creatieve reflectie worden gestimuleerd door het expliciet 

maken van de scala aan keuzes. Door het samenbrengen van Lam’s statische modellen van 

leren in organisaties met dynamische constellaties van keuzes maken, heb ik haar theoretische 

voorstellen aangescherpt, waardoor het mogelijk wordt om afwijkende en innovatieve keuzes 

mee te nemen en tegelijkertijd aspecten van context en historie toe te voegen.
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3.3 Synergie in synthese: de SiCLiC1-configuratie

Door het bijeenvoegen van processen van zingeving en van verandering met het leren en 

het maken van keuzes, heb ik getracht het denken over deze centrale processen te koppelen 

en te verbreden. Dit bijeenbrengen is weergegeven in de SiCLiC-configuratie. Deze staat een 

gelijktijdige bestudering toe van deze processen en biedt daardoor belangrijke inzichten, die 

verloren kunnen gaan wanneer elk proces geïsoleerd bekeken zou worden. Als gevolg daarvan 

is een belangrijke bijdrage van de SiCLiC-configuratie – inclusief de genoemde constellatie van 

keuzes – het contextualiseren van een aantal tot dan toe ongerelateerde concepten en 

processen.

De SiCLiC-configuratie maakt het mogelijk om individuele keuzes in hun historische context 

te beschouwen, om te begrijpen hoe identiteit en waarden worden ingezet om sociale 

veranderingsdoelen te bereiken, en om te begrijpen hoe wordt gehandeld om negatieve 

effecten van bepaalde keuzes te verminderen. Op deze wijze illustreert de SiCLiC-configuratie 

hoe de identiteit en waarden worden ingezet door een ontwikkelingsgerichte actor om in relatie 

met andere actoren betekenis te creëren, en om tevens in het proces te leren en te veranderen. 

Paradoxaal genoeg draagt het samenbrengen van al deze vier processen in één configuratie bij 

aan het ontrafelen van een complexe kluwen. De SiCLiC-configuratie neemt daardoor afstand 

van de klassieke verandermanagement strategieën die gericht zijn op het ontwerpen en 

plannen en geeft een dynamische voorstelling waarin zingeving, veranderen, leren en het 

maken van keuzes onderling verbonden zijn.  

De SiCLiC-configuratie maakt duidelijk dat benaderingen die gericht zijn op een enkel aspect 

van management een té eenvoudige voorstelling van zaken geven. Om de alledaagse realiteit 

te begrijpen van organisaties die te maken hebben met meervoudige facetten bij het maken van 

keuzes in een ambigue en dynamische omgeving, betoog ik, dat onderzoekers niet moeten 

volstaan met te denken in termen van exclusieve, juiste oplossingen of theorieën. Ik stel voor, 

dat er speciale aandacht aan meervoudige of hybride perspectieven wordt geschonken, die een 

breder begrip van het vluchtige en tegelijkertijd samengestelde karakter van het werk en de 

realiteit van een NGDO toestaat en waarbij aspecten van haar eigenheid en functioneren 

worden samengebracht in plaats van uit elkaar te trekken. 

1 SiCLiC staat voor Sense-makIng, Changing, LearnIng and Choice-making. 
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Veel van het minder voor de hand liggende kapitaal van een NGDO ligt opgeslagen in haar 

organisatiecultuur en aspecten van haar identiteit. Ik stel daarom dat praktijkbeoefenaars en 

organisaties die NGDOs ondersteunen, zich vergissen indien zij alleen inzetten op 

kwantitatieve, resultaat- en controle-gerichte benaderingen die een specifieke set van 

plannings- en analyse-instrumenten met zich meebrengen. Dit, omdat deze de schat negeren 

aan ervaringskennis en ander ongrijpbaar kapitaal bijeengebracht door NGDOs. Ik zie de 

SiCLiC-configuratie en de constellatie voor het maken van keuzes als belangrijke bijdragen om 

de kloof te overbruggen tussen een wereldvisie waarin het meten van resultaten domineert en 

één waarin tegenstellingen, meerstemmigheid, ambiguïteit  en pluraliteit van oorzaak en gevolg 

een plaats hebben. 












