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Summary

Sparked by the critique of practitioners and academics on the excessive

managerialisation of development project management, the donor community turns

increasingly towards adaptive management approaches. Rather than examining the

effectiveness of the new adaptive management trend, the article deals with the more

fundamental question of how the underlying relationship between management

frameworks and practice can be characterised. To this end, the article analyses the

practices of a select number of Dutch Civil Society consortia that are working with a

new adaptive management framework. Making use of a practice theory approach,

the analysis finds that rules are not directly translated into practice. The presented

rules (innovations) are always mediated by antecedent practice, shared histories and

interactions amongst individuals, communities and artefacts. Notably, the flexibility

provided for in the framework does not reach all links in the aid chain equally and is

counterbalanced by the institutional realities of the aid system. The article therewith

adds to the literature on everyday development management cautioning against

overestimating the effects of management tools, as they operate within and are

determined by the funding and accountability requirements of the larger aid regime.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

In academia as well as in development organisations, the debate on

different management approaches and modes of aid delivery is

flourishing. Whereas in the wake of the Paris Declaration on Aid

Effectiveness, results-based management (RBM) approaches were

hailed, nowadays organisations turn towards more adaptive ways of

implementing development interventions. The critique of linear, man-

agerialist approaches based on the logical framework and a related

results chain is nothing but new; calls for more adaptive aid manage-

ment have been voiced by Alfred Hirschman as early as 1967

(Hirschman, 1967). Later the critique was expressed in the form of

calling for process-oriented,1 people-oriented,2 systemic3 and more

recently complexity-inspired4 approaches. The latest trend propagates

adaptive and iterative management approaches. The calls by aca-

demics (Copestake & Williams, 2014; Cummings, 2015; Gulrajani,

2011; Honig & Gulrajani, 2017; Ramalingam, 2013) as well as practi-

tioners (e.g. proponents of Problem-Driven Iterative Adaption,5 Think-

ing and Working Politically6 and Doing Development Differently7) to

make development practice more adaptive to change, appears to have

been slowly taken up by more and more donor organisations.

The increased attention by academic and practitioners resulted in

a myriad of different initiatives and publications labelled ‘adaptive’.

For instance, since 2014, the Department for International
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Development (DFID) has published a number of versions of its adaptive

framework ‘Smart Rules’,8 and the Overseas Development Institute

together with The Asia Foundation and the Australian Department of

Foreign Affairs and Trade have started reviewing their iterative approach

in the ‘Working Politically in Practice’ working paper series.9 The Global

Delivery Initiative, whose secretariat is hosted by the World Bank, offers

‘Adaptive Management Workshops’,10 and The Global Learning for Adap-

tive Management initiative,11 funded by the DFID and the United States

Agency for International Development, is a learning alliance that aims to

increase the evidence base on adaptive management.

This grouping of related initiatives and publications rely on a plethora

of different ideas, which are loosely tied around buzzword such as ‘adap-

tive’, ‘iterative’, ‘flexible’ and ‘context-sensitive’ (Honig & Gulrajani, 2017,

p. 76). Whereas it is beyond the scope of the article to describe and

review different adaptive management frameworks,12 this article focuses

on the more fundamental question of how the relationship between a

framework and its directives on the one hand, and practice on the other

hand, can be characterised. Publications recommending a certain man-

agement approach rest implicitly on the assumption that directives have

an unfiltered and immediate impact on an intervention's implementa-

tion.13 This assumption ignores not only the context in which aid

operates but also the agency of individuals engaging in the process. The

article therewith contributes to the body of literature dealing with devel-

opment management; in particular, anthropological accounts of everyday

practices in development organisations as well as to practice-based

organisational studies (see also Nicolini, 2012).

In order to shed light on the process of translating directives into

practice, the article examines exemplarily what happens when new

‘adaptive’ directives are introduced. To this end, I analyse the prac-

tices of a number of Dutch Civil Society Consortia, who are part of

the Strategic Partnership Policy Instrument funded by the Dutch Min-

istry of Foreign Affairs as a case study. As this program relies on a

new flexible management framework called ‘Dialogue and Dissent

Theory of Change 2.0’ (cf. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the

Netherlands, 2017), it is especially well suited to explore differences

in Civil Society Organizations' (CSOs')14 practices in comparison to

those under the preceding framework. The data were collected

amongst three Dutch consortium leads giving an account of the

changes they experienced at the coordinating level of the consortia.

By making use of practice theory, the article will analyse the contex-

tual variables that come into play when practices are enacted

(amongst which the directives constitute only one part). I argue that

we can only make recommendations on how to adjust management

and organisational frameworks, if we understand the relationship

between directives and practice better. The article will, thereby, con-

tribute to answer the question of what change can be expected on

the ground, when new management frameworks such as adaptive

management are introduced.

The following section establishes the context of the article by

summarising the recent developments that led to the rise of the adap-

tive management trend. Furthermore, empirical evidence concerning

the relationship between directives and practice is presented. There-

after, the contribution that practice theory and the role of rules within

practice theory can make to the study of development management is

put forward. The next part explicates the article's methodology and

introduces the reader to the case study. Subsequently, the interview

material is analysed with reference to the innovations introduced in

the Dialogue and Dissent (D&D) Theory of Change. Finally, the main

findings are summarised and their importance for donors' expecta-

tions of management frameworks are emphasised.

2 | CONTEXT

2.1 | The fall of NPM and the rise of adaptive
management

The critique of development management that eventually led to the

raised interest in adaptive management observable today, mostly

revolved around the excessive managerialisation of development pro-

ject management practice (Cooke & Dar, 2008, p. 1; Gulrajani, 2011,

p. 201). The original turn towards managerialism was tightly con-

nected to the New Public Management Reform Agenda that had been

introduced to improve public service delivery and spilled over to

development in the late 1990s (Elbers, 2012, p. 121). By making use

of ‘rational’ and evidence-based principles, borrowed from the private

sector (that materialised in development in the form of RBM and mea-

surement), development interventions were supposed to become

more efficient and accountable (ibid.).

The debates around development management are mostly framed in

terms of opposing positions between reformist and radicals (Engel, 2014;

Gulrajani, 2011; Ramizo Jr, 2016). Whereas radicals call for ending for-

eign aid, reformists believe that aid can be transformed to be more effec-

tive (Gulrajani, 2011, p. 200). On one of the radical ends, scholars such as

Dambisa Moyo and James Shikwati propose the self-regulating market as

an alternative to development. According to them, development manage-

ment is highly inefficient as it relies on ‘slow cumbersome and inefficient

command-and-control approaches’ (Gulrajani, 2011, p. 202). On the

other radical end, Critical Development Management (CDM) scholars pro-

pose to abandon development in favour of bottom-up social movements

(Dar & Cooke, 2008). CDM scholars criticise how these seemingly neutral

managerial practices strip aid interventions off their political content and

are inherently undemocratic, hierarchical and disembedded (Cooke &

Dar, 2008, p. 2; de Vries, 2008, p. 152).

In opposition to the radical camps, aid reformers argue that devel-

opment management's deficiencies can be overcome by reforms.

Being practitioners, academics or politicians, reformers mostly pre-

sume that failure results from inappropriate application of methods or

suboptimal approaches, which can be improved by reforms

(e.g. Brinkerhoff & Coston, 1999; Brinkerhoff & Crosby, 2002;

Dichter, 2005; Ika & Lytvynov, 2011). Aid and its practices per se are

not questioned and proposals for improvement draw heavily on mana-

gerial logics, largely aiming at improving aid effectiveness (with a few

notable exceptions15) (Gulrajani, 2011, p. 203).

In academia, there are a number of scholars who have developed

suggestions of how to bridge the gap between radicals and reformists.
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Nilima Gulrajani calls for a ‘radical reform’ of foreign aid; a ‘way to re-

theorize aid and its administration such that it becomes less harmful

than radicals suggest and more robustly improved than simplified mana-

gerial reforms imply’ (Gulrajani, 2011, p. 210). A non-managerialist

development would embrace a ‘contested, commonsensical, contingent

and civically oriented’ approach (Gulrajani, 2011, p. 213). A number of

other development scholars rely on complexity theory, in recon-

ceptualising development management (cf. Andrews, Pritchett, Samji, &

Woolcock, 2015); Ramalingam, 2013, p. 112; Mowles et al., 2008).

Complexity theory is an interdisciplinary field that builds on general sys-

tems theory of the 1960s and borrows heavily from the physical and

biological sciences (Grobman, 2005, p. 356). Development interven-

tions are characterised as complex adaptive systems, which can best be

understood by analysing the emerging relational patterns, dynamics and

trajectories (Ramalingam, 2013, p. 141).

Judging by the number of new working papers, it appears that in

practice, managerialist approaches such as RBM are being slowly rep-

laced by adaptive, context-sensitive and flexible approaches.16 Driven

by the abovementioned scholars, as well as by the private sector (in

which concepts such as agile management have been around for

roughly three decades cf. Moran, 2015), the new leading overarching

paradigm, shared by scholars and practitioners alike, is contingent and

context-sensitive aid. This development is well aligned with the

decline of the New Public Management (NPM) agenda in public sector

reform. The latest reform trend, which again aims to improve perfor-

mance, has the somewhat unappealing name of post-NPM

(Brinkerhoff & Brinkerhoff, 2015, p. 229). Post-NPM shares a number

of characteristics with the adaptive management trend: it is a reaction

to the failure of NPM; it supports process-based forms of organising;

it places the emphasis on trust-based collaboration, networks and

mutual learning and it relies on civic values17 (Reiter & Klenk, 2019,

p. 13). Reiter and Klenk find that many of these practices are far from

being new – they simply come in and out of fashion from time to time

(Reiter & Klenk, 2019, p. 13). Furthermore, they make clear that the

concepts of NPM and post-NPM are not clearly discernible at the

empirical level. The process of institutionalising these new ideas could

rather be framed as layering (Reiter & Klenk, 2019, p. 13). Christopher

Pollitt is another proponent of the concept of layering and further-

more warns us not to forget the empirical evidence: ‘I am disinterring

managerialism, and NPM, because, in several ways, they are still thriv-

ing. They may have been buried alive by some academics, but nobody

told most of the practitioners’ (Pollitt, 2016, p. 430). Answering that

call, the following section reviews some of the empirical evidence on

the implementation of management directives in development

projects.

2.2 | Empirical evidence on the impact of
management frameworks on the ground

Even though the critique concerning RBM points to the fact that RBM

fosters compliance, the literature makes clear that this compliance is

never total: many accounts of practitioners confirm that RBM leads to

gaming18 (which is a phenomenon that is not exclusive to

development,19 (Pollitt, 2013, p. 354). Gaming might consist of bend-

ing the rules (e.g. intentionally producing vague indicators to minimise

risks; Whitty, 2015, p. 43), or outright cheating (Shutt, 2015, p. 65).

In a similar vein, Eyben reports that what gets reported by front-line

workers differs often from what is happening on the ground (Eyben,

2010, p. 393). Vähämäki states that after reforms aimed at making the

aid administration more results oriented had been introduced in SIDA,

many practitioners ignored the new directives at first (Vähämäki &

Brolin, 2015, p. 147). Elbers and Schulpen found in their study that

rules are to a certain extent subject to interpretation, as mature civil

society organisations with a proven track record are given more lee-

way by donors than new players (Elbers & Schulpen, 2013, p. 58).

Mosse argues that interventions are not driven by theory but by the

institutional realities of development funding and cooperation

(Mosse, 2003, p. 52). In this context, political decisions are advanced

as technical decisions for legitimation purposes (Mosse, 2003, p. 43).

According to Mosse, practitioners are part of an interpretive commu-

nity that translate the messiness of reality into authorised categories,

indicating that the project design is only hegemonic on the surface

(Mosse, 2003, p. 46).

In a similar vein, Ramizo Jr points to the fact that the ‘epistemo-

logical schism’ between radicals and reformists, which I referred to in

the preceding section, might be less apparent for development

workers on the ground (Ramizo Jr, 2016, p. 793). According to him,

the management models are not to be blamed for the failure of devel-

opment interventions. The underlying problem, as articulated by

critics of managerialism, is the mechanistic application of management

techniques, which is a common problem that transcends the different

management schemes (Ramizo Jr, 2016, p. 799). Reasons for this

‘could be a collective sloppiness, wilful [sic] attempts to circumvent

the hard work of context-specificity or simply the product of an incen-

tive structure in development practice which does not sufficiently

penalize the blanket application of a dominant framework’ (Ramizo Jr,

2016, p. 799). He calls for additional research to examine these

hypotheses further (ibid.). Although I agree that management schemes

are not the single or primary factor for shaping practice, his analysis

falls short of taking into account the complex interplay between

actors and the local and institutional context that shapes practice. In

the following section, practice theory will be introduced as an analyti-

cal tool to examine this interplay further helping us open up the black

box of development processes.

3 | THEORY

3.1 | The contribution of practice theory to the
study of development management

Instead of accepting the assumption that explicit directives result in

strict compliance by practitioners, the article relies on a practice the-

ory perspective to examine the way project managers engage with,

that is, contest or reproduce, given specifications. Practice theory
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does not exist in singular; there are quite a number of practice theo-

ries that can rather be called a family of related theories, which are all

dealing with the explanation of human action and social order

(Reckwitz, 2016, p. 244; Schmidt, 2012, p. 26). Practice theories

have in common that they position themselves against the classic

models of both homo-economicus and homo-sociologicus. Explaining

action by means of the homo-economics involves examining exclu-

sively the intentions and interests of individuals. Social structure is, in

this vein, the product of individual interests (Reckwitz, 2016, p. 245).

In contrast to this, homo-sociologicus explains human behaviour with

reference to collective norms and values, which guarantee social order

(ibid.). Practice theorists go beyond this structure-agency dualism, by

taking the material accomplishment of a practice as the object of anal-

ysis. The analysis of practices reveals that not only intentions and

societal norms contribute to enable human behaviour but that prac-

tices are enacted through an interplay of linguistic, bodily, material

and symbolic occurrences (Hillebrandt, 2014, p. 11). Practices can-

not be causally derived from an ahistorical theoretical argument, as

they are situated accomplishments, emerging in a specific moment

under specific circumstances (Lynch, 2001, p. 140). This does not

mean that practices are random occurrences: they are routinised

and sequential and therewith always part of a (temporal) chain of

actions (Hillebrandt, 2014, p. 54). In addition to the temporal

dimension, artefacts are also actively involved in the production of

practices and are not to be conceived of as mere objects which are

formed by subjects or as purely symbolic (Hillebrandt, 2014, p. 81;

Reckwitz, 2016, p. 253). In opposition to classic sociological theo-

ries, practice theory does not consider the social world and the

material world as separate spheres, but rather as hybrids. Artefacts

are neither perceived as mere tools nor as all-determining structure

but as active producers of social reality (Hillebrandt, 2014, p. 77).

Furthermore, practices are socially meaningful ways of doing things,

which are collective in the sense that they take place in a specific

context and involve communities in which practices are shared

(Pouliot, 2014, p. 241).

In this article, I adopt Schatzki's definition of practices as ‘embod-

ied, materially mediated arrays of human activity centrally organized

around shared practical understanding’ (Schatzki, 2001, p. 11). Shared

practical understanding refers to the implicit and tacit cognitive and

symbolic structures, which organise reality and which legitimise cer-

tain norms and values (Reckwitz, 2016, p. 246). I define each develop-

ment project management approach and its directives as a practice

formation, which is constituted by a chain of related practices

(Hillebrandt, 2014, p. 101).

3.2 | The role of rules in practice theory

Practice theorists generally agree that explicit rules are not the major

cause for most social activities (Schatzki, 2001, p. 17; Hillebrandt,

2014, p. 54). Lynch observes the gap between standardised laboratory

manuals and protocols and the local know how needed to conduct

tests and experiments. Although he attributes the gap partly to

organisational features (division of labour between those who monitor

and those who enact), he also points to the element of common sense

or tacit knowledge involved (Lynch, 2001, p. 148). Giddens draws on

Wittgenstein's writings on the act of speaking, when addressing rules:

although language itself relies on a number of rules, without which

speaking would be impossible, the formal logic of a language is not

necessarily applied in the act of speaking. Native speakers do not

think about grammar rules when they speak and find them even often

hard to explain to non-native speakers. Furthermore, the use of every-

day language keeps changing, as does its meaning. Giddens builds on

this assumption by advancing the notion that rules are not only rou-

tines but can also be resources of practice. They do not mirror reality,

but they are the feeders and enablers of practice, which cannot be

comprehended by causal logic (Giddens, 1984, p. 73). Just as structure

(such as norms and values) and agency (e.g. individual interests) are

mutually constituting dualities, rules are both the product and the

source of practice (Hillebrandt, 2014, p. 38). Just as we do not think

about the rules, when we talk in our native language, experienced pro-

fessionals often have a ‘natural’ way of handling their job. Reckwitz

points to the fact that the explicit formal rules in a field of practice are

only one part of the practical knowledge that practitioners embody

(Reckwitz, 2003, p. 292). This practical knowledge is mostly tacit and

only relates to the implementation of a practice. Formal knowledge

and rules do not precede practice; they are part of its enact-

ment (ibid).

Thus, directives of development agencies are not to be conceived

of as fixed entities but rather as structures that are at the same time

the source and the product of implementation. They emerge in an

iterative process, which is mediated by its temporal, bodily and mate-

rial dimension and might have structuring effects, which are not

intended (Schmidt, 2012, p. 14).

4 | THE CASE OF THE STRATEGIC
PARTNERSHIP PROGRAM

To examine management practices and their interplay with direc-

tives, this article relies on data collected in the Strategic Partner-

ship Program. Instigated and funded by The Dutch Ministry of

Foreign Affairs, the Strategic Partnership Policy Instrument con-

sists of 25 consortia of CSOs in low- and lower-middle-income

countries and has the overarching goal of strengthening CSOs' lob-

bying and advocacy capacities in different sectors. The 5-year pro-

gram is being implemented from 2016 to 2020 and comprises of a

budget of around 1 billion Euro (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the

Netherlands, 2017, p. 11).

The D&D Theory of Change is the accompanying management

framework that explicates the rationale for supporting civil soci-

ety, as well as the underlying assumptions of the different policy

instruments. As it is a newly introduced framework, it is a well-

suited case study to examine what happens on the ground when

new directives are put in place by organisations. The framework,

which is authored by Jelmer Kamstra, explicitly incorporates social
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transformative principles, acknowledging that ‘poverty, inequality

and exclusion are caused by power asymmetries’ and therefore

defines development as a complex, non-linear and political pro-

cess aimed at changing power relations' (Ministry of Foreign

Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. iii). In order to tackle the root

causes of poverty, the Ministry and its embassies engage in a Stra-

tegic Partnership with the CSOs. CSOs are thus not perceived as

agencies for service delivery but as important political actors in

their own right and should ‘take the lead in development’

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. iii). Each

consortium is headed by a Dutch CSO (except for one consortium

which is headed by the Fondo Centroamericano de Mujeres –

FCAM based in Nicaragua). The Dutch lead CSO receives the

funds from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and channels these

funds to its respective partner organisations in the Global South.

Most of the consortia work with a local country office or interme-

diary associations of CSOs that channel the funds further to

smaller grassroots organisations. The Dutch consortium lead is

responsible for the reporting to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Incorporating the results of several evaluations of previous

programs that supported civil society (cf. (Stichting Gezamenlijke

Evaluaties, 2015; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands,

2015; Arensman & van Wessel, 2018), the D&D framework relies

on a number of ‘innovations’ that pertain to project management

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. 11).

Addressing the criticism of an increasing managerialisation of

development management (Elbers, Knippenberg, & Schulpen,

2014, p. 9), the D&D Theory of Change claims to make use of ‘A

more flexible and context-specific approach […], ensuring local

ownership, embeddedness and local legitimacy’ (Ministry of For-

eign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. iii). It is thus in line with

the call for making use of more adaptive management practices. In

order to document the changes in comparison to former routine,

this article focuses on said innovations. Out of the five innova-

tions mentioned in the framework, the three innovations that

were identified by my informants as most pertinent,20 are dis-

cussed here:

• Innovation 1: ‘Working in partnership with shared responsibilities

(Strategic Partnerships for D&D)’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the

Netherlands, 2017, p. 11)

The Strategic Partnership Program emphasises, in comparison to

previous programs, the political commitment of the donor side. It is

expected to yield better results by aligning efforts of the Ministry,

embassies and CSOs to reach shared goals through partnerships that

rely on equal and reciprocal relations (Van Wessel, Hilhorst,

Schulpen, & Biekart, 2019). Northern CSOs and the Ministry are not

only supposed to facilitate advocacy in the South but also to make

local partners' voices heard in international fora (Ministry of Foreign

Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. 11). To this end, the consortium

leads and the Ministry signed partnership agreements (Van Wessel

et al., 2019).

• Innovation 2: ‘Flexible Theories of Change (ToCs) with room for

local adjustment and input instead of fixed logical frameworks’

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. 11)

The emphasis on local ownership, trust and partnership in the

D&D framework translates on a methodological level into making use

of adjustable ToCs instead of logframes. As advocacy work is in many

instances subject to volatile politicised contexts, CSOs are granted

flexibility to adapt their ToCs, enabling them to fulfil their political

roles.

• Innovation 3: ‘Allowing CSOs to set up their own planning, moni-

toring, and evaluation frameworks’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of

the Netherlands, 2017, p. 11)

In a similar vein, CSOs are granted flexibility regarding the use of

a planning, monitoring and evaluation framework. As capacity building

and advocacy outcomes are difficult to measure and subject to the

respective contexts, CSOs can choose their own approaches. In addi-

tion, reporting is kept to a minimum and the emphasis is rather on

learning and questioning assumptions.

These innovations reflect the social transformative approach of

the D&D framework, making clear that the Ministry not only tries to

accommodate a diverse number of CSOs and their respective political

roles, but also tries to facilitate these roles through a suited manage-

ment framework.

5 | METHODOLOGY

The article is based on data collected within a larger research project

on the SP program investigating how the D&D framework translates

into practice.21 This particular article relies primarily on the analysis of

semi-structured interviews with project managers of three Dutch

CSOs and the respective program documents, representing the voices

of the coordinating level of the consortia. As an actual observation of

practitioners' practices is rather difficult to achieve, project managers

were asked to comment on their everyday management practices in

the Strategic Partnership program. The interviews were structured

along the lines of the official program documents and practitioners

were asked to reflect on their practices in comparison to the direc-

tives set out in the documents and comment on changes observed

after the transition from the former management framework (the

MFS 2 program22). Additional conversations with representatives of

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs were used to triangulate the provided

information.

As the innovations of the D&D framework are compared to the

previous routine, only those CSOs who participated in both funding

schemes were considered eligible. Of the 97 CSOs that were either

part of D&D or MFS 2, 32 were identified that were funded under

both Schemes. Thirteen of these 32 are consortium leads in the Stra-

tegic Partnership Program and were thus considered eligible for inter-

views (as the consortium lead is responsible for reporting to the
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Ministry). Out of the 13 CSOs 5 were contacted, and 3 agreed to

participate in the study: IUCN National Committee of the Nether-

lands (International Union for the Conservation of Nature), Oxfam

Novib and Bothends. Whilst Bothends is a Dutch CSO, Oxfam Novib

and IUCN National Committee of the Netherlands are part of a

global confederation. In addition, the three organisations cover mul-

tiple thematic sectors in the program: climate change, gender, con-

flict and fragility, food security and tax justice (a more detailed

profile of each consortium can be found in the Table 1. As the other

10 consortia cover only two more sectors (human rights and private

sector), the sample can provide us with good insights as to the vari-

ety of ways in which directives are interacted with, reproduced, chal-

lenged or rejected.

Semi-structured interviews covering the below-mentioned inno-

vations and general program management were conducted with

staff members of all three organisations between June and

December 2018. All interviews were recorded and transcribed for

analysis. Transcripts were coded and analysed by means of the soft-

ware MaxQDA. As participants wished to remain anonymous, state-

ments are neither assigned to individuals nor organisations. Due to

the small number of participating CSOs, the case study material

needs to be seen as exploratory and further research should be con-

ducted in order to validate the findings. The article represents solely

the view of Dutch consortium leads who are responsible for the

overall coordination of the consortium activities and reporting to

the Ministry. The consortium lead level merits special academic

attention, as the leading CSOs have a contractual relationship with

the Ministry and are most influential in designing the program and

the consortium rules. As has been stated elsewhere, the rules made

during the project inception largely determine the scope of organisa-

tions' political roles (Goris, van Kersteren, & Magendane, 2020,

p. 31). Therefore, the article reflects their view as to how relation-

ships with their Southern partners have changed. Further research

needs to explore how directives translate into practice amongst

partners in the Global South (see Gutheil & Koch, 2020). A further

limitation is that at the time when the interviews were conducted

the project was only 2.5 years into implementation. For this reason,

the discussion section relies on additional research conducted as

part of the so-called assumptions research program to triangulate

findings.23 The following section empirically analyses practitioners'

reflections as to how the newly introduced innovations influenced

their own and their partners' practices.

TABLE 1 Description of participating consortia

Organisation Program name Sectors

Number
of partner
countries

Number of CSO
partners

D&D funding

for the entire
period (in
million €) Partnership model

Oxfam Novib in

consortium with

SOMO (annual

income of Oxfam

Novib for the

fiscal year

2018/2019:181

million €)

Toward a

worldwide

influencing

network

Right to Food

Financing for

Development

Conflict and

Fragility

17 More than 125

receiving financial

support. As of

March 2019 712

CSOs

strengthened.

77 Work with country

offices that partner

with local CSOs

and finance them

Fondo

Centroamericano

de Mujeres in

consortium with

Bothends and

Mama Cash

(annual income of

Bothends in

2018:18 million €)

Global Alliance

for Green

and Gender

Action

Women's Rights

and

Environmental

Justice

30 43 (+324 grassroots

CSOs as of 2018)

32 Provide funding to

national, regional

and global funds

that provide grants

to grassroots

organisations

International Union

for the

Conservation of

Nature, National

Committee of the

Netherlands in

consortium with

the World

Wildlife Fund NL

(annual income of

IUCN NL in

2018:22 million €)

Shared

Resources

Joint

Solutions

Climate Resilience,

Water

Provisioning and

Food Security

16 189 59.5 Local alliance

between CSOs in

partner countries;

funding through

subcontracts

Abbreviation: CSO, Civil Society Organizations.
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6 | ANALYSIS

6.1 | Innovation 1: ‘Working in partnership with
shared responsibilities’

As previously stated, the Ministry commits to a more equal partner-

ship with the CSOs in the program. However, according to a study

that maps the expectations of participating CSOs towards the Strate-

gic Partnership Program, CSOs aim for more intensive collaboration

than the Ministry or Embassy staff. They have high expectations

towards the added value of receiving more support from the Ministry

(Van Wessel et al., 2019). Now that 2,5 years of implementation have

passed, all interviewees agreed that the Ministry and many of its

embassies are more accessible than during the MFS 2 program and

that the Ministry is trying to work towards a more equal partnership.

The explicit focus on lobbying and advocacy that was set by the Min-

istry was recognised by all organisations as a special aspect, as most

donors avoid interfering with sensitive political matters in the partner

countries. However, even though contacts have intensified, they still

depend a lot on personal relationships and the capacities at embassies

and thematic departments. The process of collaborating on joint

topics is not happening in a structured way. According to one respon-

dent, even though the Ministry is more accessible, it does not pro-

actively request information or strategically consult with the CSOs:

‘when it comes to […] the ministry being proactive for example in say-

ing hey we're going to this conference and […] this is about an issue

which also relates to your program can we please prepare together

[…] we tried for a while but it never really worked’ (interview July

9, 2018). The respondents characterised the relationship between the

Ministry and the CSOs as rather transactional, even though relation-

ships had improved. Furthermore, one respondent bemoaned that

sometimes meetings that are officially devoted to policy dialogue are

instead used to talk about implementation issues. Another respondent

added that if the partnerships were equal, there would be joint

reporting and that not only the CSOs would report to the Ministry

(interview October 24, 2018).

Practices are not only bound to a common history of a commu-

nity but they are also shared in the sense that they are learnt with ref-

erence to a specific community.24 In order to reach the ‘competent

member status’, practices need to be enacted correctly with regard to

a common frame of reference. This frame of reference has shifted

slightly as working in a ‘Strategic Partnership’ is now officially

emphasised, which leads to the fact that Ministry and embassy staff

are more accessible than previously. However, the underlying power

relationships have not shifted, as accountability as well as money

flows are still one way. Practices of communities always have a strati-

fying effect; they create social order. Yet, this social order is perme-

able. Although the overall setup of transactional relations in the

Strategic Partnership Program has not changed, individual contacts to

embassies have considerably improved. According to my informants,

this is ultimately dependent on capacities at the respective embassies

and works best when agendas are aligned. In addition to that, it was

mentioned that it was part of the established working culture to

openly criticise the Ministry. In a different setting in which this prac-

tice had not been rehearsed, there might have been more reservations

towards the practice of claiming support. This implies that methods

cannot be separated from the people who are enacting them

(Feldman & Worline, 2016, p. 320). They always have to be inter-

preted with regard to the specific situation at stake and the relating

community. Practices and their intersubjective meanings bound up in

them can only be understood from within the community of practi-

tioners (Pouliot, 2014, p. 243).

6.2 | Innovation 2: ‘Flexible Theories of Change
(ToCs) with room for local adjustment and input
instead of fixed logical frameworks’

The ToC approach was welcomed by all interviewed CSOs. However,

when asked about the room for adjustment, my informants were hesi-

tant. As the overall ToCs are quite generic, and because extensive

inception studies had been conducted, the need to revise the ToCs

seemed obsolete at this point (roughly 2.5 years after the start of the

program). This does not mean that during the mid-term review

assumptions and activities were not discussed or questioned, but this

happened rather at the level of activities and not at the level of the

ToC. Interestingly, one respondent said that the ToCs became impor-

tant in the mid-term review, because they had not been known to all

partners: ‘We worked a lot with the theory of change in the mid-term

review, also because we didn't really present the theory of change to

all the partners, and now we felt like now people are working, then

you can see, ok do you fit within the theory of change or don't you

see a role for yourself here, if not, then we should adjust the theory of

change, but if you start by presenting your theory of change people

might start acting upon it’ (interview July 9, 2018). Although according

to the donor's directives the inception study was supposed to be used

to translate general ToCs into context-specific ToCs closely involving

local partners (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017,

p. 11), this directive is circumvented here by referring to partners'

ownership. The order of first consulting about the ToC and then

adapting it is reversed by starting the program and then adapting the

ToC to actual practice. This vignette shows that directives can be

interpreted differently, and most importantly, in a complex aid chain,

directives do not necessarily reach all links of the chain alike. This

practice has a structuring effect (intended or unintended) in the sense

that the interpretation of ownership is happening at the higher levels

of the aid chain and not at the level of the grassroots organisations.

Asking about the flexibility of the program design engendered

furthermore comments about the relationship between project

funding and space for organisations. As the CSOs take the MFS 2 pro-

gram as point of reference, they evaluate the Strategic Partnership

Program in a number of aspects as rather less flexible. Apart from the

general trend of shrinking budget allocation to CSOs in the Nether-

lands (cf. (Schulpen, 2016, p. 34), MSF 2 was more flexible as it left

more space for CSOs to work on their topics of choice and select a

broader variety of partners. The new and exclusive focus on lobbying
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and advocacy gives Southern organisations less space to finance over-

heads. The Strategic Partnership Program provides a projectised ver-

sion of funding, which, according to my respondents, leads to less

flexibility for Southern CSOs to finance their own institutional priori-

ties. The common funding history plays thus an important role when

engaging with new directives. Temporality is an important aspect in

practice theory, as practices are sequential – they always follow and

emerge out of other practices (Hillebrandt, 2014, p. 11). My infor-

mants confirmed that although the D&D framework is less flexible

than its preceding funding round, it remains relatively more flexible

when compared with other management frameworks. Hence, prac-

tices cannot be understood as ahistorical entities comprising of an

innate meaning; they always emerge out of previous practices

(Hillebrandt, 2014, p. 54).

6.3 | Innovation 3: ‘Allowing CSOs to set up their
own planning, monitoring and evaluation frameworks’

The freedom to utilise their own internal monitoring and reporting

systems, which was not the case under MFS 2, was welcomed by all

CSOs. The way reporting is done depends significantly on the

organisational priorities and former experience. One CSO reported

that they decided to diverge from the practice of letting CSOs report

on a large number of indicators, because they found the information

overtly complex and not meaningful. That is why the organisation

decided to work with outcome harvesting, encouraging local partners

to reflect on the changes that occurred. Another CSO stated that they

are using their own internal reporting system, translating the different

programs' contributions into their organisational objectives. All organi-

sations reported that they struggle to turn the information that they

receive from their partners into a presentable format, whilest at the

same time doing justice to the complexity of the matter. Organisations

have to balance the trade-off between making use of reporting for

internal learning and satisfying accountability demands of the donor

and the wider public. One interviewee remarked that they had to

reduce space they got from the ministry partly themselves to make it

manageable internally (interview October 24, 2018). This refers both

to the flexibility with regard to activity planning as well as to the

reporting requirements. If all Southern partners could flexibly deter-

mine their activities and decide which reporting format to use, this

would make management at the consortium lead level very challeng-

ing and time-consuming.

What was furthermore stressed by all interviewees is the fact that

reporting artefacts are only to a certain degree meaningful. Providing

data for the international aid transparency initiative is perceived as

important for accountability and transparency purposes, but not for

internal learning. ‘One thing you do for the donor, one for yourself’,

concluded one interviewee (interview, July 9, 2018). Another respon-

dent stated that reports are generally less meaningful than the con-

versation at the learning events about these reports. All organisations

emphasised the importance of face to face discussions with partners,

which is reflected by the following statement: ‘time to reflect is very

important, and […] methodologies to do that are also important,

because else it will be just a very open discussion […] Nevertheless, if

you push it also too much in a certain rigid methodology, in my per-

spective it's sort of people write it down, in these meetings or these

discussion, because they feel like they are reporting to the donor, so

you become more a donor’ (interview June 22, 2018).

This statement shows that practices are not only social accom-

plishments, which are characterised by power relationships, but that

they are also accomplished materially in the sense that they involve

objects and artefacts. An artefact such as a logframe or written report

produces a different message and a different result than an oral

report. The preceding statement shows that formal artefacts such as

reports can embody the hierarchy of the donor–recipient relationship,

whereas meetings are more often perceived as safe places to share

and to learn. Artefacts are constitutive of practices in that they ‘carry

history, embody social relationships, distribute power, and provide

points of resistance’ (Nicolini, Gherardi, & Yanow, 2003, p. 23). The

importance that respondents attach to reflection meetings and discus-

sions with the partners shows that learning and knowing are social

activities and social accomplishments, which create and are created

by communities (Nicolini et al., 2003, p. 22). The tools that are being

used for reflection are of secondary importance.

7 | DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

My analysis of practitioners' accounts has shown that the relationship

between rules and practice is indeed more complex than often

assumed. It is neither only the mechanistic application of management

techniques (Ramizo Jr, 2016, p. 793) nor the pure translation of real-

ity into authorised categories (Mosse, 2003, p. 46) that characterises

the relationship between directives and practice. Management tech-

niques are never neutral tools implemented in a vacuum. They are

always mediated by antecedent practice, shared histories and interac-

tions amongst individuals, communities and artefacts. The preceding

analysis highlights that the engagement with the new directives of the

D&D Theory of Change engenders different reactions amongst Dutch

CSOs and according to them also amongst their partners, which are

partially prompted by the stratifying order of practice. Thus, apart

from the formal rules, the power relationships around which interven-

tions are orchestrated play a major role. The assumptions research

program concludes that there are significant power imbalances in the

strategic partnerships (Goris et al., 2020, p. 31). Southern CSOs are

mostly excluded from the project design phase (including the selection

of partners) and do not benefit from the provided flexibility (ibid.;

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019, p. 27). Van

Stapele et al. emphasise that especially smaller community-based

organisations are under pressure to prove to the larger CSOs that

transfer funds to them, that they comply with accountability require-

ments (van Stapele et al., 2020, p. 6). However, research by Elbers

et al. specifies that ‘the rules dealing with decision making, funding

and accountability are not fixed and their application varies between

Southern CSOs’ (2020, p. 6). Furthermore, it was found that program
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officers exercise a high amount of discretion in dealing with partners

(ibid.). More research amongst organisations in the South and especially

at the grassroots level is needed, in order to understand in what ways

frameworks shape practice and to assess for whom and under what

conditions adaptive management can provide more or less flexibility.

If new rules are introduced, they are planted into an entangle-

ment of existing relationships and a shared history of collaboration.

Each consortium brings its own history of collaborating with the Min-

istry and with its partners. An evaluation of the SP commissioned by

the Ministry came to the conclusion that ‘both CSOs and MFA [Minis-

try of Foreign Affairs] acknowledged that many opportunities for

complementary roles were missed as well, partly by unclear expecta-

tions about each other's roles, diverging interests, and lack of MFA

staff’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019, p. 23).

This shows that practices can only be understood from within the

community of practitioners; they do not have innate meanings. Fur-

thermore, directives are up to interpretation and can change over

time. Not only CSOs are adapting their approaches; also the Ministry

changed reporting requirements by suggesting six key indicators after

the project had already started. The Ministry is not a coherent actor

itself, but the different departments have different approaches in

dealing with CSOs (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Nether-

lands 2019, p. 26; Elbers et al., 2020, p. 7). Meanings are not only

determined by the social and temporal dimension but are also medi-

ated by the material aspect of certain tools. Practice theory has thus

proven to be a fruitful lens for analysing the tension between direc-

tives and their enactment in practice and draws our attention to the

fact that formal rules and directives are only one factor amongst many

which ultimately determines practice.

Despite the exploratory character of the case study, the article

provides us with some important first insights with regard to what we

can or cannot expect when new management frameworks are intro-

duced. First and foremost, management directives as such should not

be treated as universally effective policy levers. They can only work

with reference to the specific context of an intervention. Although

D&D is without question a very flexible management framework, it is

not necessarily perceived as such by the practitioners involved. The

flexibility with regard to tools is given, however, the flexibility to

depart from the overall theme of lobbying and advocacy is not. Practi-

tioners' point of reference is institutional funding, which provides a

different level of flexibility altogether. It needs to be taken into con-

sideration that not only the management framework, but also the pol-

icy environment underwent critical changes from MFS 2 to D&D. The

funding decreased dramatically from 1.9 billion Euro for 20 consortia

to almost 1 billion Euro for 25 consortia, increasing competition for

CSOs. Although a focus on (enforced) CSO alliances remained, service

delivery activities could not be funded anymore, representing a gen-

eral shift of the Dutch government towards more earmarked funding

and greater policy complementarity (Schulpen, 2016, p. 34).

Second, management directives cannot annul the institutional

realities of the aid system. As my interviews have indicated, the flexi-

bility with regard to planning and reporting is not necessarily used

(and not necessarily passed on to the Southern partner organisations)

by the Dutch consortium leads. This is due to the fact that organisa-

tions operate in a system that requires them to streamline account-

ability requirements of various donors, in order to make their day to

day work manageable. Although it is the right step to entrust organi-

sations, the space to make use of their own monitoring and evaluation

systems, this can only live up to its full potential if other donors do

the same, or more capacities are provided to manage the different

systems. Furthermore, the political nature of the aid system and its

power relationships cannot be entirely offset by management tools.

Despite the focus on fostering a ‘Strategic Partnership’, the relation-

ship between the Ministry and the CSOs was characterised by my

informants as rather transactional. Donors would live up more to their

ideals of partnership and transparency, if they would also disclose and

account for their own interests in their management and results

frameworks (cf. (Keijzer & Lundsgaarde, 2018, p. 6).

Third, directives cannot on their own terms lead to collaboration

and learning and thus improved implementation. My informants

stressed that learning and knowing are social accomplishments that

can only be achieved by collaborating, reflecting and discussing in

practice and not unilaterally by formal tools.

The great interest in adaptive management suggests that the

trend towards further managerialisation of the past decade could be

reversed (cf. Elbers et al., 2014, p. 9). The article at hand could be

understood as a warning to revisit our expectations when celebrating

the new adaptive trend. Although the ideas are well received by prac-

titioners and academics alike, adaptive management cannot lead to

major changes on the ground, if only the symptoms are treated, but

not the root causes. This does not mean that we should throw out the

baby with the bathwater, but that we need to carefully analyse for

whom and under what circumstances adaptive management brings

about positive change and what potential unintended consequences

could occur (cf. Koch & Schulpen, 2018, p. 1). The micro view

adopted here suggests that adaptive management can indeed open up

space and enhance operational flexibility for Dutch CSOs' own prac-

tices. The contrasting macro view can, however, provide a more

nuanced and complete picture by taking into account the concurrent

policy changes of the Dutch government and the ways in which they

curtail flexibility for CSOs. The tendency of the Dutch government to

increasingly rely on tendering (and therewith enhance competition

amongst CSOs), work with more specific program goals and last but

not least cut funding for CSOs, undermines the aspirations of the

D&D (Schulpen, 2016, p. 34). If adaptive management coincides with

an increasing projectisation of aid at the expense of core funding, the

CSOs might ultimately end up not as winners but as losers.
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ENDNOTES
1Compare Chambers (1995, p. 181), Chambers (1981), Korten (1980) and

Mosse (1999).
2Compare Fowler (1997, p. 56).
3Compare Hummelbrunner (2010, p. 1), Schwaninger and Körner (2003,

p. 77) and Williams and Hummelbrunner (2011).
4Compare Mowles, Stacey, and Griffin (2008) and Ramalingam

(2013, p. 121).
5This approach was developed by the Building State Capability Group of

Harvard University (cf. Andrews, Pritchett, & Woolcock, 2017).
6https://twpcommunity.org/
7https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/events-

documents/5149.pdf
8https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/dfid-smart-rules-better-

programme-delivery
9https://asiafoundation.org/tag/working-politically-in-practice/
10http://www.globaldeliveryinitiative.org/learning-program/adaptive-

implementation-workshops
11https://www.odi.org/projects/2918-global-learning-adaptive-

management-initiative-glam
12By management framework I mean a donor's publication(s), which detail

and explicate the particulars of the management approach and which

embody its related values, aims, and assumptions. The framework contains

directives defining the processes, tasks, roles and tools that should be used

to manage a project or program. The protocols and artefacts such as

logframe matrixes, monitoring systems, project plans and other templates,

which are demanded by the donor agency and used in day to day manage-

ment, form also part of the directives. By management approach I mean

the higher order category under which different management frameworks

of the same type are subsumed (e.g., adaptive, results-based systemic).
13With the notable exception of Elbers and Schulpen (2013).
14Instead of using the term Non-Governmental Organization, I refer to the

organisations participating in this study as civil society organisations

(in line with the Dialogue and Dissent Theory of Change). I use this term

as an overarching term, referring to all non-profit organizations ranging

from big professional development organizations to small farmers' associa-

tions or women's groups in line with the OECD (2011, p. 10).
15Eyben (2006), Farmer (2005) and Tendler (1997).
16Compare Honig and Gulrajani (2017), Valters, Cummings, and

Nixon (2016) and Mercy Corps (2016).
17It must, however, be noted that post-NPM is an umbrella term that

according to Reiter and Klenk still suffers from under-theorization. It is, for

example, also used by scholars who suggest the ‘(re-)emergence of a

“strong state”’ in public institutions (Reiter & Klenk, 2019, p. 12).
18Compare, for example, Eyben (2015), Grove and Zwi (2008) and

Whitty (2015, p. 43).
19Gaming is a concept that is well established in the management and pub-

lic administration literature (cf. Pollitt, 2013).
20The other two innovations referring to the use of context studies to for-

mulate the country-specific ToC and a focus on outcomes instead of out-

puts (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. 11) were

not identified as innovations by my informants. They ascertained that they

were common practice in most of their projects, including under MFS2. As

the article focuses on the introduction of new directives, these two inno-

vations will not be dealt with in this article.

21The researcher is not formally linked to the assumptions research pro-

gram (see footnote 23).
22MFS means Medefinancieringsstelsel, which is Dutch for Co-Financing

System.
23The extensive research program investigating the assumptions underly-

ing the D&D is formally called ‘New Roles of Civil Society Organizations

for Inclusive Development’. More information can be found here: https://

includeplatform.net/theme/new-roles-for-csos-for-inclusive-

development/.
24He, I am not making use of the concept of communities of practice as

developed by Lave and Wenger (2011). In line with Gherardi, I, rather, use

the practices of communities as the unit of analysis, to avoid essentialising

communities (Gherardi (2009, p. 121).
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