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‘Life can only be understood backwards; but it must be lived forwards.’
Søren Kierkegaard

1. Introduction
1.1.

Prelude

The idea for this research project originated from a practical concern. Having worked as a young
graduate for a short period of time for the German Technical Cooperation Agency (GIZ), I was soon
appalled by the bureaucratic nature of aid. Contrary to my expectation, my colleagues and I were
dealing much less with pressing issues in our field (content), but were rather busy complying with
the numerous administrative requirements involving a great deal of paperwork. I still vividly recall
the day when my supervisor asked me to compile as many documents as I could possibly find for
the annex of our project evaluation in order to impress the evaluators, independent of whether
they were needed or not (as I was eager to do well, I ended up producing a massive folder
comprising of even more sub-folders with random documents). While talking to other people in
the field, I soon learned that this was not a singular problem of the project that I happened to work
in, but rather a general issue that had haunted the development sector for years. Interestingly, the
more people I talked to about the situations at their workplace, I learned that they also had similar
stories to tell concerning the proliferation of red tape and production of meaningless documents
in their work environments (I will not hide from the reader that to even be accepted as a PhD
candidate, there are a number of required forms). While the New Public Management (NPM)
reforms1 of the 1980s had been introduced to increase efficiency and effectiveness in the public
sector, it became apparent that these exact reforms had, in many instances, caused the opposite2.
Starting in the Anglo-Saxon world, the reforms soon influenced bureaucracies world-wide and in
the 1990s, also swept over to the development sector.
While the (unintended) effects of NPM in the public sector, as well as the development sector, are
well documented3, finding solutions to deal with these effects has proven to be far more difficult.
Since its inception, the development sector followed a number of management fashions and
buzzwords that all promised to bring about the desired change (Schnable et al., 2020; Swedlund,
2017). Calls for overcoming the rigidity of development project management overtly following a
Weberian4 approach, relying on supposedly rational and impartial processes and bureaucrats,
have been voiced by Alfred Hirschman as early as 1967 (Hirschman, 1967) 5. Later, the critique was
expressed in the form of calling for process-oriented6, people-oriented7, systemic8 and more
recently, complexity-inspired9 approaches. I started to wonder why none of these well-intended
Characteristics of New Public Management (even though there is no commonly agreed upon definition) include according
to Hood’s seminal article the clear assignment of responsibilities, the introduction of performance measurement standards,
an emphasis on results instead of processes, decentralisation of units, greater competition, private-sector style
management and value for money considerations (Hood 1991, p. 5)
2
This phenomenon was aptly put by the late David Graeber as the ‘Iron Law of Liberalism’, meaning ‘that any market reform,
any government initiative intended to reduce red tape and promote market forces will have the ultimate effect of increasing
the total number of regulations, the total amount of paperwork, and the total number of bureaucrats’ (Graeber 2015, p. 9).
3
Regarding NPM, I would like to exemplarily highlight the work of Christopher Pollit who is a brilliant and long-standing
critic of NPM (e.g., 1990, 2013, 2016). For the development sector, there are numerous authors such as, Dar and Cooke
(2008); Eyben et al. (2015); Gulrajani (2011).
4
Although NPM was often phrased as a critique to the technocracy of Weber’s model of bureaucracy (Weber 1922), it shares
a number of characteristics with Weber’s model, such as the policy-administration dichotomy and the division of labour.
5
See Biggs and Smith (2003) for a review of studies that trace the continuous debate around the use of project cycle
management frameworks and the logframe.
6
See Chambers (1981); Korten (1980); Mosse (1999); Rondinelli (1993).
7
See Fowler (1997).
8
See Hummelbrunner (2010, p. 1); Schwaninger and Körner (2003, p. 77); Williams and Hummelbrunner (2011).
9
See Mowles et al. (2008) and Ramalingam (2013, p. 121).
1
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initiatives had brought about long-lasting changes towards more effective project implementation.
Would the latest fashion, called adaptive management, be able to turn the tide?
Due to my occupation as the coordinator of the master’s programme ‘Sustainable Development
Management’ at Rhine-Waal University of Applied Sciences, I had dealt with development
management questions, but adaptive management had not yet been mainstreamed by
development agencies. Learning about the success of agile project management in the IT sector
inspired me to start inquiring into adaptive development management. Agile project management
for software development projects gained traction in the 1990s as a response to the rigid, linear
and document-driven management style called ‘waterfall model’ that prevailed in the industry
(Larman & Basili, 2003). The realisation that complex projects are, to a certain extent, unpredictable
and therefore need an iterative approach that can react to change, seemed not only true for
software development, but also for development projects. While discussing these issues with my
professor and supervisor at Rhine-Waal University of Applied Sciences, he became very
enthusiastic, which resulted in a first joint conference paper called ‘Stepping out of the Waterfall when development meets the IT industry,’ which we presented at the EADI (European Association
of Development Research and Training Institutes) conference in 2017. When I started developing
my research proposal from there onwards, I realised that the interest in more adaptive
management approaches had been growing in the development sector as well, and I decided to
make this the focus of my research.
However, the more research I conducted and the more I learned about the context of project
implementation, the less certain I became about the actual connection between management
frameworks and their implementation in practice. The practical logic seemed, in many ways, at
odds with the written frameworks. In line with an anthropological tradition of asking how
development works instead of asking whether it works (Mosse, 2004, p. 641), I decided to embark
on a journey to study the effects of management frameworks, and in particular more adaptive forms
of management, on project practice.
1.2.

Research relevance

This section provides some background information on the recent developments and practical
problems with regard to development project management providing the rationale for this
research project. The section starts by presenting critical academic voices on development
management. Subsequently, the developments leading to the introduction of the currently
prevailing results-based management (RBM) approaches will be laid out, followed by a critical
appraisal of these approaches in practice. As the case study in this thesis deals with civil society
organisations, the relevance of RBM for civil society organisations will additionally be considered.
The section closes by introducing adaptive management as a response to the concerns regarding
RBM.
Introduction
The project is still by far the dominant mode of implementing development interventions. The top
three donors of official development assistance, who are part of the OECD-DAC10 (The
Development Assistance Committee of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development) spent on average 77% of their country programmable bilateral aid 11 through

The Development Assistance Committee of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development is an
international
forum
including
most
of
the
largest
providers
of
aid.
For
more
information:
http://www.oecd.org/dac/development-assistance-committee/
11
The exact numbers are: USA 83.4 %; Germany; 79.2 %; 67.4 % EU Institutions. These numbers refer to country
programmable aid only, whereas the share of project interventions financed through pooled funds, multi-lateral
interventions, humanitarian interventions and aid to NGOs is not available (OECD 2019b).
10
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projects in 2017. However, development projects are far from being received uncontroversially.
The critique towards development projects is thereby closely related to the overall critique on the
concept of development itself. It is not only the press that regularly uncovers ‘scandals’ (BBC, 2017)
about wasted aid money, but additionally, parts of the academic community demand the end of
aid. Economists such as William Easterly (2006) and James Shikwati (2007) claim that aid fosters
dependencies and crowds out investments, impeding economic development in developing
countries. According to their views, development management in particular is said to be highly
inefficient as it relies on ‘slow cumbersome and inefficient command-and-control approaches’
(Gulrajani, 2011, p. 201). Critique from the left is voiced by Critical Development Management
(CDM) scholars, who condemn the increasing alignment of development management with private
sector management (managerialisation). They 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; Vries, 2008, p. 152). For CDM scholars,
managerialism12 serves as a vehicle for a supposed Western modernisation project, imposing
Western notions of economic, social, bureaucratic and technological progress on developing
countries (Gulrajani, 2009, p. 10). Both approaches share that they want to abolish aid and that the
current management style is identified as a culprit. While the critique comes from different political
spectrums, it is essentially a critique of managerialisms’ failure to fulfil its promise of rendering aid
more effective.
Defining management and development management (for an in-depth discussion see 2.1.)
Management is most essentially a ‘process of getting things done through and with people
operating in organized groups’ (Koontz, 1961, p. 175). According to Fayol’s classic definition of 1916
it is comprised of planning, organizing, leading and controlling (Fayol, 2013). While this holds true
for development management as well, what distinguishes development management is according
to Thomas the goal it serves: ‘To undertake a development task is to attempt deliberately to
influence the course of social change’ (Thomas, 1996, p. 101). Development management thus also
has a normative and political dimension, as the social change processes it facilitates serve political
agendas (Brinkerhoff, 2008, p. 990). Having its roots in (colonial) administration it includes both the
administration of interventions as well as the management of plans to meet development goals
(McCourt & Gulrajani, 2010, p. 82).
The road to results-based management
While there are a number of critical voices on RBM, it is important to understand the developments
leading to its initial introduction in the development sector and its underlying rationale. RBM
approaches became standard practice in the aid sector at the end of the 1990s/early 2000s. While
in the 1980s NPM public sector reforms had been implemented, in order to render public service
more efficient and client-oriented, this trend reached the development sector slightly later. At the
end of the 1990s, project evaluations provided evidence of lacking sustainability of results due to
a lack of coordination (Vähämäki et al., 2011, p. 13), which was reinforced by the call of different
stakeholders for the demonstration of (long-term) results and impact, rather than mere inputs and
outputs (Kusek & Rist, 2004, pp. 2–3). The declaration of the United Nations Millennium
Development Goals containing a formulation of quantifiable common development results as
goals on the global level, coined discussions on how to achieve these results (Vähämäki et al., 2011,
p. 17). Here, the OECD-DAC took the lead, and with the 2002 Monterrey Conference on Financing
for Development, the results-orientation finally found its way into the mainstream. The results of

Managerialism is defined in this thesis as a ‘set of beliefs and practices, at the core of which burns the seldom-tested
assumption that better management will prove an effective solvent for a wide range of economic and social ills’ (Pollitt 1990,
p. 1).
12
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a series of roundtables culminated in the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness in 2005 (Eyben,
2015, p. 27; Vähämäki et al., 2011, p. 17) in which ‘Managing for results’ was one of the five pillars
aimed at improved decision-making and a better alignment between partner countries’ and
donors’ performance assessment frameworks (OECD, 2008, p. 7). Results-based management is
defined as ‘A management strategy focusing on performance and achievement of outputs,
outcomes and impacts’ (OECD, 2010, p. 34). Consequently, results refer to ‘The output, outcome or
impact (intended or unintended, positive and/or negative) of a development intervention’ (OECD,
2010, p. 33).
Whereas beforehand projects were rather input-oriented (quality at entry), the results-orientation
seeks to focus on the actual outputs and outcomes, which are achieved by inputs (quality at exit)
(Hummelbrunner, 2010, p. 25). The idea behind RBM is thus that agencies should not solely be held
accountable for their activities (processes), but rather for the results that these processes produce.
In accordance with NPM ideals, RBM is furthermore supposed to increase efficiency and
effectiveness by producing results data for learning and improved management as well as for
accountability purposes (Holzapfel, 2016, p. 4). RBM is used in development cooperation at the
project level in line with a linear management model that relies on an ex ante problem analysis and
on the assumptions of the project’s underlying theory of change, which establishes the link from
inputs, via activities, to outputs, outcome and impact. Even though management tools might differ
(most organisations use derivatives of the logframe or result frameworks), the linear management
model is common to almost all major international and bilateral development organisations and
increasingly in civil society organisations as well13 (CSOs) (Bakewell & Garbutt, 2005, p. 1; Maclay,
2014, pp. 43–44; Ramalingam, 2013, p. 111).
Effects of RBM in practice
RBM does not only affect the project level14, but also the agency level and even country level to
which results should technically be aggregated. However, this thesis deals with the management
practices at the project level, as this is the primary origin of the production of results. RBM was
initially welcomed by practitioners for putting aims and objectives at the centre of planning (Eyben,
2010, p. 386). Several studies have found the positive effect that RBM contributes to more
disciplined and thorough programming and incites reflection about theories of change (Whitty,
2015, p. 41). In some organisations RBM helped to maintain public support, thus fulfilling the
criterion of enhanced accountability (Hutchings, 2014; Vähämäki et al., 2011, p. 21).
However, the majority of the academic and practitioner literature points out negative effects of
RBM. RBM is first and foremost critiqued for rewarding risk-averse behaviour and a focus on planfulfilment regardless of the actual, changing environment. Martens et al. (2013, p. 8) refer to this
as an ‘obsession with ‘ticking boxes’. While ex ante project design is based on the assumption that
social change is predictable, several external conditions might change or be changed by the
intervention in an unpredictable manner (Maclay, 2014, p. 45). Another commonly reported
problem refers to the quality and availability of data. It is reported as being challenging to identify
appropriate (meaningful, valid, and quantifiable) indicators for outcome and impact, as opposed
to simply inputs and activities (Perrin, 2002, p. 3; Vähämäki et al., 2011, p. 20). Activities and inputs
are usually emphasised, since they are within the control of the organisation, undermining the
13

Instead of using the term Non-Governmental Organisation, I refer to the organisations participating in this study as civil
society organisations (in line with the ‘D&D Theory of Change’). I use this term as an overarching term, referring to all nonprofit organisations ranging from big professional development organisations to small farmers’ associations or women’s
groups in line with the OECD (2011, p. 10). For a detailed discussion concerning the implications and the history of the use
of these contested labels, see chapter 4.
14
See Holzapfel (2016) for the wider implications that the results agenda has beyond the project level, that is for the
assessment of agency performance and their alignment with partner country systems.
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results-orientation (Ramalingam, 2013, p. 114). In cases where there is no data available for
indicators, project managers sometimes guess (Eyben, 2015, p. 20; Ramalingam, 2013, pp. 101–
104; Shutt, 2015, p. 65; Whitty, 2015, p. 43).
Yanguas attributes the use of RBM tools ‘to justify development interventions by artificially
constructing a manageable set of risks’ (Yanguas, 2018a, p. 67). In order to account for tax payers’
money, interventions must prove value for money and risk mitigation strategies. However, as
complex development interventions are happening under conditions of uncertainty, it is difficult,
if not impossible, to attach a probability to all possible combinations of factors (Yanguas, 2018a,
p. 67). In an essay, the former head of USAID (United States Agency for International Development),
Andrew Natsios, calls this phenomenon ‘Obsessive Measurement Disorder (OMD), an intellectual
dysfunction rooted in the notion that counting everything in government programmes will produce
better policy choices and improved management’ (Natsios, 2010, p. 3). He stresses the point that
RBM is only suited to manage projects with predictable and countable outcome (Natsios, 2010,
p. 4). However, most development projects are inherently complex, for instance, institution and
capacity building and policy reform, since simpler projects involving pure logistical solutions have
been solved already (Pritchett et al., 2013, p. 19). There is thus a risk that interventions that are
easily quantifiable are preferred over more risky ones that are difficult to measure (Eyben, 2015,
p. 23; Grove & Zwi, 2008, pp. 71–72).
It has to be noted that many of the phenomena presented above are not specific to the
development sector (in which they are admittedly less well documented). The adverse effects of
performance measurement systems are well established in the academic literature for public
sector organisations (Espeland & Sauder, 2007; van Thiel & Leeuw, 2002; Weibel et al., 2010).
According to Pollitt, performance measurement ultimately leads to a gap between the attainment
of results and the actual performance; a ‘performance paradox’ (Pollitt, 2013, p. 353). This means
that a project can still be underperforming, even though it meets all of the official requirements.
Results-based management and civil society organisations
There are some specific implications the results agenda has for CSOs that deserve particular
research attention. CSOs receive large parts of their funding from donors working with RBM, which
means that they are just as concerned with RBM as bilateral development agencies, multilateral
institutions and private development actors. However, while bi- and multilateral institutions are
mostly dealing with their own internal management systems, CSOs have to adapt to the pressure
to respond to different funding agencies’ systems, whilst making sure to also be accountable to
their own constituents. Lewis argues that CSOs have not taken management issues very seriously
in the past, as many evolved out of informal or activist groups that were characterised by a ‘culture
of action’ (Lewis, 2007, p. 8). At the same time management was dismissed, as it was identified with
the regular economy and thus exploitation and oppression (Korten, 1987, p. 156). However, due to
the massive influx of funding in the 1980s and 1990s (Banks et al., 2015, p. 708), organisations grew
in scale and ambition and were inevitably confronted with organisational questions (Lewis, 2007,
p. 12). Competition between organisations also intensified, which put pressure on organisations to
professionalise (Lewis, 2007, p. 157). This process is bemoaned by several authors claiming that
CSOs’ increasing professionalisation caters overtly to donors’ demands, estranging them from their
constituents (Bawa, 2013, p. 531; Nazneen & Sultan, 2009, p. 194; Nabacwa, 2005, p. 36). This
uncanny double-bind was described by Smillie as early as in 1995: ‘Criticised by governments for
their lack of professionalism, NGOs are then accused of bureaucratization when they do
professionalize.’ (Smillie, 1995, p. 147).
While professionalism has arguably positive connotations, it is the kind of professionalism that is
referred to in this context which makes it more problematic: professionalism refers to
standardised management procedures regarding planning, monitoring, evaluation and financial
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accounting largely aimed at meeting accountability standards. It does not include other forms of
professionalism such as networking or convening skills, more context-sensitive knowledge or
innovative approaches dealing with specific technical issues in the respective field. Smillie further
concludes that many of these techniques such as Logframe Analysis, strategic planning or
stakeholder analysis have not brought about the desired results as ‘development works to a certain
extent in a political economy, rather than a market economy’ (Smillie, 1995, p. 148).
In addition, with its focus on pre-planned interventions that are often initiated by donors, RBM is
not in line with the social transformative vision that most CSOs follow. CSOs tend to define
development as a process of social transformation in which civil society empowers citizens to claim
their rights (Elbers et al., 2014, p. 4). Accordingly, CSOs are conceptualised as political actors in their
own right, who should work independently of donor agendas. This rests on a liberal democratic
view, conceptualising CSOs as democratic change agents (see 4.1. for a detailed discussion). The
policy that my thesis engages with, that is the ‘Dialogue & Dissent (D&D) Theory of Change’ (Ministry
of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017) 15, also builds on these normative ideals. As the
participating CSOs are funded through the ‘D&D Theory of Change’, I also base my reasoning on
the assumption that CSOs strive to be political change makers and actors in their own right. While
RBM would be a suitable strategy for service-delivery activities, it is less so for interventions that
operate under uncertainty, such as policy reform and governance projects.
It also should be noted here that not all CSOs have undergone processes of professionalisation;
the sector comprises a large diversity of organisations that also include informal and voluntary
organisations. However, the chances for the more activist and informal organisations to acquire
funding are much lower than for the professional players:
‘The aid industry’s narrow definition of civil society conflates the term with professional NGOs (nongovernmental organisations) who can master the donors’ terminology and ways of working, and
who can satisfy strict accountability processes to governments, Northern NGOs, philanthropists,
and other non-traditional donors’ (Banks et al., 2015, p. 709).
This is in line with the findings from this research. Most informal and closer to the grassroots
organisations end up as sub-contractors in such an aid system, as they do not fulfil the
requirements to be contracted directly by larger CSOs or funding agencies. This has led several
authors to the conclusion that the CSO sector in its current set-up of large, professionalised
organisations is malpositioned to address structural causes of inequality due to donordependency and a lacking memberships base (Carothers & Gramont, 2013; Banks et al., 2015,
p. 708; Jalali, 2013).
Adaptive management
As a response to the growing concerns related to the negative effects of RBM on project practice,
practitioners and academics alike started to push for alternative solutions. Since the Doing
Development Differently Manifesto was published in 2014, the discussion around alternative and
more adaptive ways of managing and implementing development projects gained traction (a
detailed history of the origins of adaptive management can be found in chapter 5). The Manifesto
was widely shared in the development community and was signed by more than 400 researchers
and practitioners. However, until today there is no common definition of what adaptive
management is or what it entails. The Manifesto emphasises in particular three principles for
better interventions: local problem-solving by local stakeholders, iterative implementation that
relies on learning and reflection, and actual legitimisation and ownership of interventions at the
local level (Doing Development Differently Manifesto Community, 2014). Adaptive management
A figure summarizing the ‘D&D Theory of Change’ is provided in the publication of the same title on page 8 (Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017).
15
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thereby positions itself as an antidote to the rigidity and accountability focus of RBM and,
therewith, indirectly to managerialism (Brinkerhoff et al., 2018; O'Donnell, 2016, p. 10). In line with
the DDD Manifesto, the most common elements that my review in chapter 5 could identify are
investing in relationship building and collaboration, a focus on evidence-based adaptation,
frequent review/learning meetings/feedback loops, and participatory/locally-led planning.
A number of agencies, at the forefront of which are DFID (United Kingdom Department for
International Development) and USAID, have piloted adaptive management approaches and have
produced a number of case studies and manuals. However, the overall evidence base remains
scarce. CSOs do not yet feature so prominently in the adaptive management debate. A workshop
organised by Care International and the British Council in December 2018 in Kenya came to the
conclusion that DDD and the adaptive management agenda are ‘donor-centric and Anglophone’
(Yanguas, 2018b, p. 4). The question at hand is thus whether adaptive management will become
just another management fashion imposed on partner organisations or whether it could actually
localise development and thereby contribute to strengthen CSO positions, ending the age where
CSO efforts can be described as ‘palliative rather than transformative’ (Banks et al., 2015, p. 708).
1.3.

Research objectives, questions and contributions

Research objectives and questions
The short background described above demonstrates the ways in which management approaches,
such as RBM, develop a life of their own, often working against their initial intentions. They are part
of global donor policies that translate at the project level into management frameworks (see
definition below), containing directives defining the processes, tasks, roles and tools that should
be used to manage a project or programme.
It is especially the translation between model and practice which interests me. Mosse contends
that there is little research that focuses on the relationship between policy and practice (Mosse,
2004, p. 640), also practices of development practitioners have received only scant attention in
academic literature16 (De-Sardan, 2008, p. 166). This thesis aims at contributing to the closing of
both gaps. Its first objective is to study development practitioners’ everyday project management
practices. Second, the thesis engages with the process of how management frameworks relate to
these practices, analysing how directives are reproduced, contested and reinterpreted. In line with
Long, it is thus the overall aim of this thesis to ‘get behind the myths, models and poses of
development policy and institutions,’ in order to study the ‘social life’ of projects from the point of
view of practitioners and other concerned stakeholders (Long, 2001, p. 14). It thereby contributes
to a better understanding of the policy process, specifically ‘what happens in the gap between
policy formulation and policy outcomes’ (McCourt & Gulrajani, 2010, p. 87)
The main research question is thus formulated as follows:
How do management frameworks, specifically adaptive management frameworks, relate to
project practice in CSO projects?
In order to answer the research question, I am using a practice-theory approach that goes beyond
both methodological individualist, instrumentalist views (agency) and critical, post-structuralist
views (structure) on policy and development management. Practice theory takes practices as
constitutive of social action, thus dismissing formal documents, such as policies as accurate
representations of reality. By using a practice theory approach, I focus on the dialectical nature of
policy and practice, showing that they are mutually constituting. Practice theory is thus very well

16

With the notable exceptions of Abbott et al. (2007); Eyben (2010); Knowles Morrison (2010); Mosse (2005).
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suited to disentangle the relationship between formal directives or policies and practice, going
beyond an analysis of practice as solely deviant from the ideal.
Defining policy
Policies are documents of practice, which are active producers of reality, rather than a
reproduction of reality (Höhn, 2013, p. 112; Reckwitz, 2016, p. 256). This thesis mainly engages with
the ‘D&D Theory of Change’, which is an implementation policy or management framework.
The policy that this study engages with is the ‘D&D Theory of Change’, published by the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017). Its focus
lies on promoting CSOs on their path of contributing to social transformative development, and
also grants CSOs more flexibility at the project management level (see 3.2. and 4.1. for a more
thorough description). It therefore classifies as an adaptive management framework. The case
study on which this thesis relies is part of the Strategic Partnership (SP) Programme, a five-year
initiative (2016-2020) operating under the ‘D&D Theory of Change’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
the Netherlands, 2017). Three Dutch lead partner organisations were considered for chapter 6. The
remainder of the thesis is informed by an in-depth analysis of two interventions of the consortium
led by Oxfam Novib and SOMO (The Centre for Research on Multinational Corporations; in Dutch:
Stichting Onderzoek Multinationale Ondernemingen) (implemented in Uganda and Vietnam). The
study focuses not only on one set of actors, such as Oxfam Novib or one of their CSO partners, but
covers the entire set of project stakeholders taking part in the project. This multi-sited approach
allows for an investigation of the interactions and complex interrelationships between actors and
organisations. The research approach can best be described by Reinhold’s concept of ‘studying
through’ (Reinhold, 1994). Studying through describes a strategy in which a policy is followed across
different locations through to those affected by the policy (Wedel et al., 2005, p. 10; Wright &
Reinhold, 2011, p. 87).
Defining management frameworks, directives, and approaches
In line with the organisation studies literature, I define a management framework as ‘a combination
of interlinked items that supports a particular approach to a specific objective’ (Budler & Trkman,
2019, p. 4). In my thesis, management framework thus means a donor’s publications, 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 programme. 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 management, also form 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 etc.).
Due to the recency and the related scarcity of academic literature regarding adaptive management,
the thesis also aims at generating knowledge on adaptive management and its potentials for CSOs,
which has not been addressed adequately in the literature so far. The first chapter of the main part
of the thesis therefore reviews adaptive management approaches and case studies (chapter 5).
Apart from establishing a genealogy to contextualise the phenomenon, the current
implementation status of adaptive management for CSOs is also assessed. Commonalities and
differences in approaches and implementation are analysed, in order to synthesise a common
understanding of what adaptive management entails from a practitioners’ point of view. In
addition, the chapter examines adaptive management’s potentials for addressing long-standing
problems in the CSO sector, including a lack of grassroots connections and accountability as well
as donor dependency, which hinder CSOs’ contribution to social transformation. Chapter 5 thus
answers the following sub-questions:
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1. How is adaptive management understood, practiced and institutionalised by development
organisations and practitioners?
2. What are the potentials of adaptive management in helping CSOs to be more accountable to
their constituents and meet the expectation of addressing power inequalities and contributing
to social transformation? (chapter 5)
Having examined the current implementation status and the current state of research, chapter 5
informs the remainder of the thesis by identifying a number of research implications for adaptive
management. First, the importance of studying adaptive management as a relational phenomenon
across project actors is emphasised. Second, as the most important obstacle to implementing
adaptive management was found to be the rigidity of donor requirements, the thesis looks
specifically into the effects of directives on practice, including everyday operational details, such as
reporting or financial monitoring. Third, the question of agenda setting (‘driver ownership’
(McCulloch & Piron, 2019, p. 8)) is explored, inquiring into the power relationships between actors
and their political implications. Lastly, CSOs’ internal processes and capabilities are studied.
Chapters 6 to 9 are based on my case study, comprising document analysis as well as interviews
and participant observation with 27 organisations (see appendix C for a list of all organisations)
and more than 50 individuals collected in the SP Programme. As the study relies on a ‘studying
through’ approach (see chapter 3.1.), it follows the project management practices covering most
of the relevant actors participating in the projects. Whereas chapter 6 and chapter 8 focus primarily
on one particular set of actors, namely the Dutch consortium lead organisations and the subnational organisations, chapter 7 provides a more systemic view. Focusing mainly on the
experiences of the country offices and national CSO partners, it depicts their experience in working
at the various interfaces of the project system.
All chapters deal with the relationship between directives and practice, examining how directives
shape and are shaped by mundane everyday project management activities such as designing
activities, report writing or budgeting. Thereby a variety of determinants of project management
practice are identified, pointing out the limited, albeit mediating impact of management
frameworks. In addition, the chapters ponder what happens when new directives are introduced,
as the SP Programme relies on a novel management framework. Being one example for a more
adaptive management framework, the chapters furthermore explore the potentials and limits of
making implementation more adaptive. Here, it is of special importance that not only one set of
actors is taken into account, but the entire project system. The thesis especially investigates how
adaptive practices alter relational practices and assesses the effects they have (or do not have) on
specific sets of actors. To summarise, the following sub questions are covered by chapters 5 to 8:
3. How can the relationship between management directives and practice be characterised? What
are the effects of the ‘D&D Theory of Change’ on organisations? (chapter 6)
4. How do donor conditionalities travel across a project and how are they actually implemented
and negotiated in practice? How are policy models transformed by those working with them in
practice? (chapter 7)
5. How can the relationship between organisational autonomy and project implementation at the
community level be characterised? How do sub-national organisations practice autonomy vis à
vis their grantors and the state in the context of partially restricted civic space? What are the
effects of the ‘D&D Theory of Change’ on sub-national organisations? (chapter 8)
Based on the findings from the main body of the thesis, the concluding chapter 9 provides a final
discussion of the main research question, that is the relationship between policy and practice. In
addition, the potential of the adaptive management agenda (in particular for CSOs) are discussed,
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showing the significance of my data in light of recent political and policy developments in the aid
sector. Chapter 9 therewith goes beyond a ‘traditional’ conclusion in that it presents an entirely
new argument, instead of only summarising my research (a summary is found in the appendix F).
Contributions
The thesis is in line with other (mostly anthropological) accounts that dive into the everyday
workings of development projects (the so-called aidnography genre; see chapter 2.1.). Its specific
contribution lies in generating knowledge on everyday development management practices and
the relationship between management frameworks and practices. By analysing how directives are
reproduced, contested and reinterpreted, I examine important contingent determinants of project
implementation. Thus, the thesis challenges the assumption that management directives are the
only determinants of practice. I argue that it is paramount to focus on everyday project practices,
in order to understand the complex relational architecture and organisational pressures within the
aid system that perpetuate and potentially challenge management practices and policies in
development projects. Instead of analysing management practices in an isolated manner, this
study engages with the conditions and context in which actors and organisations operate.
Therewith the thesis contributes to a better understanding of the policy process, explaining why
there is a gap between formal policies and their practical implementation (outcomes). The thesis
demonstrates that not only policies, but also individual and institutional power relationships
mediate development management practice. It challenges the instrumental view on policy which
is predominant in development policy circles, presupposing that it just needs the right policy design
in order to make implementation work and reach pre-defined targets (Mowles, 2010, p. 152). This
view rests on the assumption that policy processes proceed in a linear fashion from design over
formulation, interpretation and evaluation (Long, 2001, p. 25; Shore & Wright, 2011, p. 4).
Mismatches between policy targets and implementation practice are therefore often attributed to
a wrong or mechanistic application or deficient policy design (Brinkerhoff & Crosby, 2002; Yanow,
2017, p. 407).
My thesis shows - in line with scholars of interpretive policy analysis (e.g., Fischer, 2003; Yanow,
2009), development sociologists and anthropologists working on policy (Hilhorst, 2003; Long, 2001;
Mosse, 2004; Shore et al., 2011) - that policies are social processes, which are shaped by different
actors’ and organisations’ interests, that reinterpret policies during implementation. Policies are
not only infused with local meaning, but also constituted by social relationships and can work as
legitimising devices (Hilhorst, 2003, p. 117; Mosse, 2004, p. 648). However, in contrast to Mosse
(2003, p. 45), I do not conceptualise policies solely as legitimising tools that are distinct from
practice, but I define policies as documents of practice, which are active producers of reality, rather
than a reproduction of reality (Höhn, 2013, p. 112; Reckwitz, 2016, p. 256) (see also 2.2.2.).
Making use of practice theory (see chapter 9.5. for a detailed reflection on theoretical
contributions), the thesis furthermore shows that the translation process from policy to practice
has stratifying effects and is highly political. The thesis thus contributes to theorising the
association between politics and management (McCourt & Gulrajani, 2010, p. 85). Furthermore, by
taking into account the situated connections between practices, elements and bundles, the
dialectical nature of social change processes becomes apparent, as well as the structuring effects
of practices. Schatzki’s notion of a flat ontology (2016, p. 35) is used to establish these connections,
dissolving the micro, meso and macro level. This thesis hence demonstrates that practice theory
can go beyond the analysis of micro processes.
By applying a ‘studying through’ approach (see also chapter 3.1.), the thesis furthermore generates
a holistic understanding of the social life of the projects under study. Instead of only relying on one
specific organisation or set of actors, the focus of the analysis lies on project management practices
10

within the boundaries of the two projects. Following project management practices through
project actors and interfaces demonstrates that directives are not handed ‘down’ from donor to
partners in a linear fashion and do not result in uniform practices or have the same meanings for
different actors. My case study thus counters the much conveyed impression in the literature that
partners in recipient countries are solely at the whim of donor pressure to adhere to requirements
and professionalise. I therefore suggest dismissing the metaphor of the ‘aid chain’, as the project
ecosystem is rather polycephalous than monocephalous.
The ‘studying through’ approach also generates knowledge on the sub-national level, by including
the small, more informal organisations, who directly work with the beneficiaries. This set of actors
and their particular positioning in the aid system has received only scant attention in the academic
literature so far (van Stapele et al., 2020, p. 2). While the adaptive management agenda rests on
the assumption that development should be locally-led by autonomous CSOs, chapter 8 shows
that this requires first and foremost organisational capacities, which more informal organisations
frequently lack. Furthermore, the chapter contributes to theorising a relational perspective on civil
society activities in hybrid and autocratic regimes as demanded by Wischermann et al. that goes
beyond a dichotomous analysis of CSOs as either enemies of the state or co-opted by them
(Wischermann et al., 2018). The data reveals that the proximity of social relations in the
communities under study provided an enabling environment for civil society – state collaboration,
despite the partially restricted civic space. The chapter therewith challenges the taken for granted
notion of organisational autonomy, demonstrating that autonomy is not of value in itself, but its
meaning is primarily revealed in the practice of organisational relationships, which is an openended process devoid of guaranteed results.
At the same time, the thesis aims at generating knowledge on the potentials of adaptive
management (in particular for CSOs), as one example of a management fashion. Researching
adaptive management through the lens of CSOs is particularly interesting, as adaptive
management is positioned as one way of addressing the lack of transformative impact of CSOs due
to donor-dependency and a lack of grassroots connections. This potential for CSOs has not been
adequately addressed in the literature so far. The thesis critically engages with this supposed
potential, by contextualising the implementation of adaptive management in the current set-up of
a complex, politicised aid regime that draws towards managerialism. I argue that managerialism
structures the aid system in such a way that adaptive management can easily be turned from a
political to a managerial agenda thereby losing its transformational potential for CSOs. Apart from
these academic contributions, the thesis also serves practitioner and policy concerns as to the
workings of management frameworks and specifically, adaptive management in practice (see
chapter 9.7. for policy recommendations).
In order to contribute to the academic discussion more broadly, chapters 5 - 9 have been published
(or are in the publication process) in the following journals/books:
-

A version of chapter 5 was published in 2021 in International Development Planning Review

-

A version of chapter 6 was published in 2020 in Public Administration and Development

-

A version of chapter 7 was co-authored by Dirk-Jan Koch and is currently under review
(second round) in Studies in Comparative International Development

-

A version of chapter 8 is forthcoming in 2022 in the edited volume ‘Starting from the South:
Reimagining civil society collaborations’ (working title), edited by Margit van Wessel, Tiina
Kontinen and Justice Bawole, published by Routledge, London

-

A version of chapter 9 was co-authored by Dirk-Jan Koch and is currently under review in
Development Policy Review
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1.4.

Dissertation outline

Having outlined the research relevance, objectives and questions in chapter 1, the following
chapter 2 starts by defining and introducing crucial debates around development management
and CSO management. The remainder of the chapter is devoted to explicating practice theory as
the theoretical backbone of this thesis. After introducing seminal authors and concepts in practice
theory, the relevance for using practice theory for the study of everyday project management is
described. Due to its empiricist grounding, practice theory does not take formal requirements or
management frameworks at face value, but looks at how these are addressed in practice. Practice
theory thus dissolves the macro and the micro view as both structure and agency interact in
practice. By asking how practices connect, transform and expire, important insights into the
workings of projects and organisations can be generated; these have a number of policy relevant
implications. The chapter ends with a discussion on the challenge of operationalising practice
theory, providing an epistemological foundation and bridge to the methodology chapter.
In chapter 3 the methodology used in this thesis is described. The interpretive and iterative
research process is illustrated, starting with the explanation why a multi-sited study and the
approach of ‘studying through’ were deemed most suitable to the research problem at hand.
Furthermore, the process of accessing the field and selecting a case is portrayed; then the SP
Programme is introduced and the selection criteria for my case study are depicted. This is followed
by an overview of the different field phases and a table presenting the collected data. The primary
methods of interviewing and participant observation are then discussed. Thereafter the data
analysis procedures are illustrated. Subsequently, an extensive reflection on the researcher’s
positionality in the field and its implications for data collection and data quality is provided. This
also covers difficulty in gaining access, the collaboration with Oxfam Novib, other CSOs, and a
research assistant. Questions of reciprocity and involvement of the research participants in the
research process are discussed in the sub-chapter on ethical implications. The chapter finishes
with a reflection on the academic limitations of the chosen approach.
The thesis proceeds by providing some background information in chapter 4 that will aid the
reader in understanding the research results in their context. This chapter starts by defining civil
society organisations and briefly delineates the kinds of civil society organisations this thesis
addresses. It also discusses the notion of civil society in relation to development and developmentrelated organisations. Subsequently, the current situation of CSOs in the Netherlands, Vietnam and
Uganda is presented, sensitising the reader for the different contexts in which the CSOs operate.
The main body of the thesis is composed of chapters 5 to 8. Chapter 5 is based on a review of case
studies and establishes the genealogy, the current implementation status and the existing
frameworks related to adaptive management. The chapter provides a number of research
implications, which inform the following chapters. It additionally discusses to what extent adaptive
management could help CSOs in overcoming long-standing accountability and legitimacy issues.
The subsequent three chapters analyse the empirical data collected for this thesis following project
practices ‘through’. Chapter 6 starts by addressing the Dutch consortium lead’s views on the
innovations in the SP Programme. By analysing these actors’ practices, the relationship between
formal directives and practice is explored. Important determinants for practice are discussed, and
implications for project partners are addressed.
Thereafter, project practices in Vietnam and Uganda are analysed. By focusing mainly on the
Oxfam country offices and CSO partners, chapter 7 expands upon the findings from chapter 6. It
provides therewith a more systemic view, dealing with the complex interrelationships and
interactions in project practice, highlighting that actors are constantly negotiating project and
organisational requirements. It becomes clear that the metaphor of a linear, hierarchical and
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inflexible aid chain is a misrepresentation. Actors in recipient countries are not passive, but active
contributors in shaping project interfaces. The chapter therefore proposes to abandon the concept
of the aid chain, as its principal-agent underpinnings conceal the actual relational work that
constitutes development projects.
Chapter 8 builds on the finding from chapter 7 that directives do not necessarily reach all actors in
the aid system alike. It focuses on the under-researched group of sub-national organisations, who
are subcontracted to implement activities. The in-depth comparison of two organisations from
Uganda and Vietnam shows that both organisations hardly benefit from the flexibility built into the
management framework. As this is mainly due to a lack of organisational capacities, the chapter
raises doubts about the applicability of locally-driven adaptive management. In addition, it
challenges the assumption that organisational autonomy is a prerequisite for successful advocacy
work. Examining organisations’ relationships with their grantors and the state, it becomes clear
that practicing autonomy is relational and subject to change over time. Close relationships with the
state authorities were essential in both countries to implement the politically sensitive projects in
the context of partially restricted civic space.
Chapter 9 summarises the main empirical findings of this thesis in three statements and
subsequently comments on their significance for the relationship between policy and practice with
recourse to the relevant anthropological literature. Furthermore, the chapter ventures into
assessing the adaptive management agenda in light of the larger political and policy developments
in the sector. It therefore transcends a ‘traditional’ conclusion, by going beyond a mere summary
of the research (a summary can be found in the appendix F). By scrutinising the adaptive
management agenda with regard to its political content, it is argued that the agenda runs the risk
of being depoliticised. This argument is supported by comparing this process of ‘rendering
technical’ with the decline of the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (Brown, 2020). I conclude
that the depoliticisation process is primarily due to the fact that managerialism remains the
dominant paradigm in the aid industry. The use of practice theory to dissect the persistence of
managerialism, as well as its theoretical contribution to the thesis, is reflected upon in the
remainder of the chapter. Thereafter, limitations to my study and further avenues for research are
discussed, and policy recommendations are offered. The chapter finishes with some concluding
remarks on the significance of my findings for CSOs and the future of the adaptive management
agenda.
In the appendix A and B I provide my interview guide and my list of codes as a supplement to the
methodology. In addition, the list of all participating organisations is made available (appendix C)
as well as the data management declaration form (appendix D). Appendix E provides a comparison
of my findings with research results of the ‘Assumptions Research Programme’17 and evaluation
results of the Ministry’s evaluation study (conducted by IOB, the independent Policy and
Operations Evaluation Department; in Dutch: Directie Internationaal Onderzoek en
Beleidsevaluatie) (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019a). Finally, the appendix F and
G contain research summaries in English and Dutch and appendix H presents some information
about the author of the study.

The extensive research programme investigating the assumptions underlying 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/
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2. Theoretical approach
The chapter starts with a conceptual discussion of development management. After a short
presentation of the historical genesis of development management and the definition I use in this
thesis, the relationship of development management with politics and policy is discussed. I position
myself in the debate between managerialists and CDM scholars and describe my contributions to
the extant literature. As my case study deals specifically with CSO management, the particularities
of CSO management as a type of development management are further discussed. The remainder
of the chapter presents practice theory as the theoretical backbone of the thesis. It gives a short
introduction with regard to major concepts and contributions of practice theory and describes the
relevance of using a practice theory approach for the study of policy implementation, organisations
and social change. The chapter finishes with a discussion on the operationalisation of practice
theory.
2.1.

Development management and CSO management

In this thesis, the term development management is used in the sense of ‘management of
development efforts’ (Thomas, 1996, p. 99). It is thus based on development as an intentionally
steered process and does not rely on a definition of development as a ‘historical change process’
(Thomas, 1996, p. 99) (the distinction between ‘big D’ and ‘little d’, see Lewis, 2019). In line with
Thomas, I define development management as ‘to attempt deliberately to influence the course of
social change’’ (Thomas, 1996, p. 101). Having its roots in (colonial) administration, it includes both
the administration of interventions, as well as the management of plans to meet development
goals (McCourt & Gulrajani, 2010, p. 82). Development management is considered to have a
normative and political dimension, as it strives toward supporting social change processes serving
political agendas (Brinkerhoff, 2008, p. 990). Brinkerhoff and Coston suggest four dimensions (or
facets) of development management: Development management ‘(1) as a means to achieve
institutional agendas, (2) as a particular set of tools, (3) as a complex of process interventions, and
(4) as a carrier of particular sets of values’ (Brinkerhoff, 2008, p. 990; Brinkerhoff & Coston, 1999,
p. 349). The first and last dimension especially highlight that development management is not
considered a mere technical exercise, but is dependent on the political context in both donor and
recipient countries. In practice, the four dimensions are often competing with each other, resulting
in tensions (Brinkerhoff & Brinkerhoff, 2010, p. 104). Alan Thomas argued in his seminal article in
1996 that development management is not just about getting a task done, but involves negotiating
between different interests, as it is not always clear what should be done (Thomas, 1996, p. 101).
He clearly addresses the political and moral dimensions of development management, arguing for
a development management that empowers and that should ‘intervene in the interests of poor
and powerless groups’ (Thomas, 1996, p. 104). Thomas’ normative definition leaves open the
question, of who exactly those poor and powerless groups are. It points toward the political nature
of development that is based on a process of negotiating competing interests, defining who these
groups are. I subscribe to this definition as I advance a similar argument in chapter 9, saying that
development management practices have political implications for project implementation.
Development management in its historic context
As the specific tools of the prevailing management approaches and their pitfalls have been
addressed in the introduction to this thesis already, this section focuses on tracing the historic
background to the evolution of development management. This serves to demonstrate that
development management cannot be separated from the related development paradigm it serves.
Development management in its early days mirrored the management style developed in the
context of large military and engineering missions of the 1960s: the focus was on detailed planning
and design, relying on clear-cut goals and indicators and hierarchical command and control
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structures (Rondinelli, 1993, p. 4). Development management in its broadest sense also
encompasses the management of the development policy process and the management of
organisations. However, since the 1960s and 1970s projects have been the major aid delivery
mechanism used to put policy into practice (Rondinelli, 1993, p. 5). Development management is
therefore mostly equated with development project management. Until the end of the 1970s, the
state was perceived as the primary driver of development, and therefore development
administration (as it was called at that time) was supposed to reform public administration in
developing countries, according to Western models (McCourt & Gulrajani, 2010, p. 82). In the 1980s
donors moved to a more programmatic approach, trying to tailor their interventions to country
contexts. The focus was increasingly on policies and processes, as institutional reform was
considered crucial to reforming state capacity (Brinkerhoff, 2008, p. 989). In addition to process
oriented approaches, participatory approaches also gained traction at that time (Abbott et al.,
2007, p. 188). With the oil price shocks of the late 1970s and subsequent rise of economic
liberalisation in industrialised countries, the state was discredited as development actor.
Dysfunctional public administration was perceived as a hindrance towards economic growth and
thus had to be downsized and privatised (Turner & Hulme, 2003). With the Washington consensus
of the 1980s and 1990s, the market replaced the state as the driver of development and the
concurrent New Public Management Agenda reformed development management:
‘the NPM agenda, imported wholesale from industrialized countries to developing ones as
the solution to the state-as-problem, added results-based management and performance
metrics to development administration, along with structural changes towards
autonomous agencies, contracting out and decentralization’ (Brinkerhoff, 2008, p. 989).
Corporate management models thus became the gold standard in development management.
While the importance of projects had temporarily declined during Structural Adjustment when
sectoral loans were in fashion, many of these were actually implemented in the form of projects
(Rondinelli, 1993, p. 6). When the Cold War ended, donors additionally pursued an agenda of
democratisation and good governance, which also fostered the rise of CSOs as prominent
development actors (Brinkerhoff, 2008, p. 989). In line with New Public Management, CSOs were
perceived as ‘private market-based actors to which service provision could be “contracted out”’’
(Lewis & Schuller, 2017, p. 635).
RBM was then also increasingly demanded by donor agencies for CSO tenders (Edwards & Fowler,
2006). At the end of the 1990s and beginning of 2000s, projects were again discredited and budget
support became an important aid delivery mechanism. This was primarily due to the discussions
around ownership, alignment and harmonisation that were later codified in the Paris Declaration
on Aid Effectiveness (Swedlund, 2017, p. 98). However, the heyday of budget support did not last
long; in line with the financial crisis, budget support was discredited and declined dramatically after
2008 (Michalopoulos, 2020, p. 204).
The period following the financial crisis in 2008 until today is characterised by ‘aid fatigue’ in donor
countries, leading to a discourse of ‘mutual benefits’ for donors and recipients (Keijzer &
Lundsgaarde, 2018, p. 211). This is amplified by the rising importance of non-OECD donors and the
private sector in the development field, who are quite verbal about questions of national interest
(Keijzer & Lundsgaarde, 2018, p. 211). Poverty reduction is increasingly framed, not as a matter of
good governance and social development, but is rather shifting back to poverty reduction through
economic growth and through integration of aid and trade (Mawdsley et al., 2014, p. 30;
Michalopoulos, 2020, p. 214). The persistence of RBM has to be understood in light of these
developments, as outlined in detail in chapter 9: aid must justify its raison d’être by proving its
effectiveness through measurable results in order to please Western domestic audiences and
compete with non-traditional donors. Apart from RBM, also results-based aid (sometimes called
cash on delivery, cf. Birdsall et al., 2011, or payment by results, cf. Clist, 2019) was promoted as a
15

particular variety of budget support. Results-based aid relies on a contract, in which donors and
recipients stipulate particular outcomes and payment occurs only after outcomes have been
reached (Birdsall et al., 2011, p. 17). This idea of merging budget support with the current results
agenda has led to a number of pilot projects, but has not yet become integrated into mainstream
aid delivery. Evaluations are scarce and a synthesis report concludes that there is ‘virtually no
evidence that these PbR [payment by results] projects are fundamentally different from other aid
projects’ (Clist, 2019, p. 722)18. This view is corroborated by Klingebiel and Janus (2014) who point
to the fact that results-based aid projects also run the risk of being politicised in practice.
More recent adaptive management approaches and more social transformative oriented policy
frameworks, such as the ‘D&D Theory of Change’, clearly position themselves as counter-models
to the RBM ideals and practices, trying to bring politics back into the realm of development work
(see introduction and chapter 5 for a detailed description of the genealogy and the current
implementation status of adaptive management). However, as shown in chapter 9, the
implementation of these approaches is also taking place in an aid sector that is deeply structured
according to managerialist principles, which tends to depoliticise aid interventions.
Development management and its relationship with politics and policy
While the majority of scholars acknowledge that development management has a political
dimension, there is less clarity about the nature of the relationship between politics, policy and
management (see Tahmasebi & Musavi, 2011 for a discussion of the politics-administration
dichotomy in public administration scholarship). Proponents of a managerialist view assume that
management processes and tools are neutral, value-free and can be applied independently of the
context (Gulrajani, 2011, p. 208). Based on the New Public Management doctrine that the
administrative and the political sphere are separated, managers are supposedly only executing
political decisions (Osborne & Gaebler, 1993). The dominant intellectual underpinning of current
development management practice thus remains (in line with NPM) a rational choice framework,
conceptualising development relations in terms of self-interested principals and agents
(Brinkerhoff, 2008, p. 990). While this view is quite prevalent in policy circles (see chapter 9), in parts
of academia there is acknowledgement of the interconnectedness and interaction between
politics, policy and management and the contingency of aid implementation (see chapter 7 for a
discussion of these contrasting views). On the radical end, Critical Development Management
scholars criticise development management as anti-democratic, hierarchical and Eurocentric
(Cooke & Dar, 2008, p. 2; Cooke, 2004; Vries, 2008, p. 152). According to these scholars,
development management serves - just as its predecessor colonial administration - as a means to
impose a Western modernisation project on other countries (Cooke & Dar, 2008, p. 7). The
possibility of reforming development management is in this sense not given, as development
management is per definitionem in line with powerful political interests and not in the interest of
poor people (Cooke & Dar, 2008, p. 3; Murphy, 2010, p. 132). Other academics are more nuanced
and do not exclude the possibility of a reformist development management that could act, in
Thomas’ sense, in the interest of poor people. Knowles Morrison (2010), and Mowles (2010) look
at the implementation of development projects from below, just like this study does, and come to
the conclusion that development managers can oppose dominant policies. AbouAssi (2010) as well
as Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff (2010) rather highlight the constraints imposed on development
managers by donors. Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff explicitly refer to the ‘activist’ role of
development managers, who actively shape institutional agendas and procedures (Brinkerhoff &
Brinkerhoff, 2010, p. 111).

See also Swedlund (2017, p. 126) for an explanation why results-based aid does not solve commitment problems between
donors and recipients.
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The contribution of development management scholarship, including this thesis, is thus twofold:
First, examining development management practice ‘can explain what happens in the gap between
policy formulation and policy outcomes’ (McCourt & Gulrajani, 2010, p. 87). If development
management is studied empirically, thus illustrating how actors implement policies, it provides a
window into the social life of policy. This take on policy as social process (Long, 2001, p. 25) is in
stark contrast to CDM (critical development management) scholars who with their critique
implicitly conceptualise policy as monolithic and individual actors as devoid of agency. Second,
studying development management practice also contributes to theorising the association
between politics and management (McCourt & Gulrajani, 2010, p. 85). By putting development
management in its context, it becomes clear that development management is mediated by both
politics and policies (McCourt & Gulrajani, 2010, p. 86).
Particularities of CSO management
As depicted in the introduction to this thesis, management issues were long largely ignored by
CSOs or at least viewed with suspicion. This is due to CSOs’ primary focus on activities and the
moral imperative to spend money on the poor instead of on organisational issues. Many CSOs
were also so small that they could easily be run on an ad hoc and informal basis. Other reasons
are the ideological rejection of management issues (as they are associated with businesses and
public administration) and the growing accountability pressure by donors, which means that
management issues are imposed rather than organically developed (Lewis, 2007, p. 9).
Development CSOs have generally positioned themselves as an antidote to mainstream
(economic) development, stressing their closeness to the grassroots and their struggle to empower
vulnerable communities through a rights-based agenda (see also chapter 4) (Girei, 2016, p. 198;
Fowler & Malunga, 2010). Especially in the 1970s and 1980s, CSOs advocated for people-centred
and participatory development management, largely based on Paulo Freire’s ‘Pedagogy of the
Oppressed’ (Freire, 1970). A number of participatory approaches (today subsumed under
Participatory Learning and Action) evolved that were presented as a countermovement to the
blueprint development planning and are mainly based on bottom-up participation by active
partners and mutual learning (Ferrero Y de Loma-Osorio & Zepeda, 2014, p. 31). However, all of
these methods stand somewhat on their own 19; they have never been fully integrated into a
mainstream ODA donors’ management frameworks (Ferrero Y de Loma-Osorio & Zepeda, 2014,
p. 32). Participatory methods have also been subject to extensive criticism, as their
transformational potential was, in practice, often diluted through technocratism and elite capture
(see Cooke, 2007; Kumar & Corbridge, 2002).
According to Lewis, CSO management gained traction in the mid-1980s, when the ‘NGO
Management’ newsletter was published by the International Council for Voluntary Agencies in
Geneva (Lewis, 2007, p. 10). Subsequently, a number of institutes were founded in the 1990s,
putting CSO management on their agenda. With the end of the cold war, the funding to CSOs
increased dramatically as donors pursued an agenda of democratisation and good governance
(Brinkerhoff, 2008, p. 989). Concurrently, CSOs have increasingly become subject to pressure by
funders to apply ‘recognised’ methodologies in order to become more effective and accountable20
(Lewis, 2008, p. 49). However, this rising interest in management issues was not only due to the
growing number and professionalisation of the sector, but also due to the fact that CSOs in donor
countries became concerned with the capacity building of CSOs in recipient countries (Lewis, 2007,
p. 10). While this carved out space for organisations in recipient countries to grow and implement
their own activities, the capacity building agenda raised questions about their autonomy and the

PLA rejects the notion of a framework, because this compromises the openness and creativeness of the process (Ferrero
Y de Loma-Osorio and Zepeda 2014, p. 32).
20
Dichter (1999, p. 54) goes even further by arguing that NGOs have become ‘corporation-like’.
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kind of partnerships they had with their donor CSOs (Lewis, 2007, p. 11). Roberts et al. argue that
due to globalisation processes, transnational networks link grassroots organisations to big donor
organisations, serving as a carrier for managerialism (Roberts et al., 2005, p. 1849).
This tension is still not resolved: as this thesis shows, there are inequalities between donor and
recipient CSO partners, irrespective of whether they are based in donor or recipient countries.
Managerialist practices are prevalent in all participating organisations, even though they are not
uncontested. CSOs are accused of losing the connection to the grassroots due to an overt focus on
compliance with donor requirements and resource dependency allegedly coming at the expense
of accountability to constituents. By examining project management practices on the ground, this
thesis critically engages with these assumptions and suggests in chapter 8, that the trade-off
between professionalisation and grassroots connections is not always given. Furthermore, the
thesis ponders (especially in chapter 5 and in the conclusion), whether adaptive management could
solve some of these tensions.
2.2.

Practice theories

The following section starts by introducing the reader to practice theories, giving a short overview
of its genealogy, its major application fields, concepts and contributions. Thereafter, the
significance of practice theory for my research topic is established. I describe how practice theory
contributes to the study of policy implementation, organisations and social change and highlight
the theoretical concepts used in the empirical chapters. Subsequently, I display critical voices on
practice theory and indicate how I address these limitations. The chapter closes with a reflection
on the operationalisation of practice theory in my research and in general, providing the
epistemological foundations for the methodology chapter.
2.2.1.

Introduction to practice theories

The study investigates the implementation of management frameworks by means of studying
practices, informed by a practice theory approach. Instead of focusing on formal rules, policies,
organisational charts or discourses, actors’ everyday practices are put at the centre of the analysis.
In line with an anthropological tradition of focusing on ‘the informal, interactional foundations of
human behaviour in everyday life’ (Sampson, 2017, p. 4), practice theories deal with the mundane
doings, sayings and feelings of actors (Schäfer, 2016, p. 12). Practice theories have developed as a
response to functionalist explanations of human behaviour that dominated the fields of sociology
and anthropology in the 1950s (Schäfer, 2016, p. 10).
Apart from the clear opposition to functionalism, practice theories also arose in dialogue with
Clifford Geertz’s interpretive anthropology and French structuralists, such as Lévi-Strauss of the
1970s21 (Ortner, 2006, p. 1). While Geertz emphasises the importance of meanings and symbols
for understanding human action, Lévi-Strauss points towards the underlying structures according
to which social actors behave. Geertz considers culture as public symbolic structures that need to
be deciphered like a text (textualism), whereas Lévi-Strauss locates the social in the structures of
the human mind (mentalism) (Reckwitz, 2016, p. 247). Ortner calls attention to the structural
constraints on which these scholars rely in order to explain human behaviour. She frames practice
theories as a theoretical answer to overcoming these constraints, without denying the existence of
constraints per se (Ortner, 2006, p. 2). The American interactionist school can be understood as

It should be noted that not only anthropological and sociological authors were influential in developing practice theory.
Practice theory was also heavily influenced by Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language and Heidegger’s phenomenology
(Reckwitz, 2016, p. 244). Theodore Schatzki in particular draws heavily on the work of Heidegger and Wittgenstein (see
Schatzki 2002).
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precursors to practice theory22. In opposition to functionalism, interactionism restored the
individual as central to social theory and especially focused on subjective meanings, which arise
out of social interactions. While symbolic interactionism was an important step towards a more
practice-based understanding of social life, the microsociological focus on interactions turned a
blind eye to social structure (Ortner, 2006, p. 2).
Modern practice theory dates back to the late 1970s, when Pierre Bourdieu’s ‘Outline of a theory
of practice’ (Bourdieu, 1977) and Anthony Giddens’ ‘Central Problems in Social Theory: Action,
Structure and Contradiction in Social Analysis’ (Giddens, 1979) were published. The major
contribution of practice theory is the dissolution of longstanding dichotomies, such as subjectivist
and objectivist perspective (Bourdieu) or structure and agency (Giddens). Practice theories stress
the dialectical nature of social life in the sense that actors and social structures are not separate,
but mutually constituting entities that emerge through practices. Practice theory is currently
applied in all sub-disciplines of sociology and increasingly also in other disciplines such as in
history, media and communication sciences, political science, educational sciences and also in
cultural anthropology (Schäfer, 2016, p. 14). Research themes are vast and include topics as diverse
as, for instance, consumption (Warde, 2005), organisational learning (Nicolini et al., 2003),
pedagogy (Herbert & Kraus, 2013), affect and emotion (Wetherell, 2012), financial markets
(Kalthoff, 2014), architecture (Allen, 2009) and multilateral diplomacy (Pouliot, 2016).
In anthropology, Sherry Ortner (1984; 2006) was one of the early proponents of a practice-theory
approach. Even though anthropologists primarily deal, methodologically speaking, with practices
as they engage in participant observation23 (and they are still keen on applying Bourdieu, Sahlins
and Giddens), they have not been at the forefront of further theorising of practice theory.
Currently, practice-theory is most prominently theorised by sociologists such as Schatzki (2002),
Reckwitz (2016), Gherardi (2013) and Shove (Shove et al., 2012) (sometimes referred to as second
generation practice theorists, as opposed to Bourdieu and Giddens) (Hui et al., 2017, p. 1). Despite
the diversity of contemporary practice theorists’ approaches, most scholars agree on the central
role that temporality, contextuality and materiality play in the mediation of practices24 (Hillebrandt,
2014; Reckwitz, 2003; Schäfer, 2016; Schatzki, 2001). These concepts will be shortly presented in
the following.
Contextuality means that there is no such thing as stand-alone practices. Practices are always
embedded in a specific time and place. They are ‘situated accomplishments’ and thus cannot be
derived from theoretical arguments (Lynch, 2001, p. 140). Thereby, practices depend on shared
understanding, which is historically and culturally specific. A practice such as bringing someone
flowers, does not have innate meanings: While in many cultures giving someone red roses involves
some romantic feelings, lilies are often brought to funerals. Practices are thus constituting and
constituted by sense-making in relation to the context (Hillebrandt, 2014, p. 87). In addition,

Blumer, being a student of George Herbert Mead, used the term symbolic interactionism first. He puts the idea forward
that society is defined by human interaction which is based on exchanging symbolic interpretations arising out of these
interactions (Blumer, 1969). Garfinkel (1967) also subscribes to this duality, however, he focusses more on the creation of
social order, which he studies through conversation analysis. Goffman uses the metaphor of theatrical performance to
analyse actors’ interactions and their social roles. A central theme in his dramaturgical analysis is actors’ impression
management, that is their desire to control their self-presentation in public (Goffman, 1959).
23
Evens and Handelman (2011) see the Manchester School (Gluckman 1961), with their approach based on the extendedcase method and situational analysis, as a precursor to practice theory.
24
Also embodiment plays an important role, highlighting that practices are not solely driven mentally, for example, through
beliefs or emotions, but that practices are performed through skilled bodies (Schatzki 2001, p. 17). In Schatzki’s terms, the
body is ‘the meeting point of mind and activity and of individual activity and society’ (Schatzki 2001, p. 12). This is what
Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus describes. The habitus is a set of learned dispositions inscribed in the body of which the
individual is not necessarily conscious (Bourdieu 1977, p. 79). It encompasses a dialectical relationship between objective
structures and the dispositions which the habitus produces and which tend to reproduce the habitus (Bourdieu 1977, p. 83).
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Reckwitz points towards the relationality of practices due to their bundling in complexes (Reckwitz,
2003, p. 295). While the boundaries of these complexes are internalised by actors, their coupling
might result in contradictory expectations and meanings, as practices are often associated with
more than one bundle of practices (Reckwitz, 2003, p. 295).
Practices are not only relational because they are bundled, but also because they are always part
of a chain of action, significantly determined by their temporality. They are sequential and
routinised, reproducing social order (Reckwitz, 2016, p. 255). However, as practices are always
happening in the present, in real-time, their stability cannot be predicted or analysed in advance
(Reckwitz, 2003, p. 295). Practices are thus not only routinised, but also highly unstable; they can
give rise to new constellations of practices and engender a relative uncertainty as to following
practices. Rouse illustrates how the significance of a practice is dependent on the future
expectation it carries, by giving the example of a football match: if a goal is scored in a football
match, its significance changes dramatically if it is expected to be the game-winning goal (Rouse,
2001, p. 202).
Similarly, practices generally have a material dimension apart from their bodily dimension.
Practices are bound to specific places and make use of specific tools or technologies (Schäfer, 2016,
p. 13). Materiality thus plays a crucial role in shaping practices. This means that relations between
subjects are not necessarily prioritised over subject-object relations in analysis. Objects do not
serve a purely functionalist or symbolic purpose; they are active mediators and producers of
practices (Reckwitz, 2016, p. 253).
In this dissertation, I subscribe to Schatzki’s definition of ‘practices as embodied, materially
mediated arrays of human activity centrally organised around shared practical understanding’
(Schatzki, 2001, p. 11). Practices are also bundled in ‘loosely coupled complexes,’ which means that
they are related, but not necessarily aligned (Reckwitz, 2003, p. 295). In this thesis project, I examine
management practices, such as reporting, agenda setting, or monitoring. All of these are
performed through various actions and are coupled with the bundle ‘project management’ and
sometimes also with the bundle ‘adaptive management.’
It should be noted, that despite the similarities described above, there are significant differences
between the different practice theorists depending on their field of studies25. This dissertation does
not subscribe to one specific author for analysing practices. This would not be coherent with the
logic of practice. Practice theory follows the premise of the empirical and therefore has to emerge
out of the research context, avoiding dogmatism (Hillebrandt, 2014, p. 24). Theory-building is an
iterative and reflexive process (a practice itself), which constantly reverts back to the assumptions
of its own production (Hillebrandt, 2014, p. 26). While the starting point of analysing practices is
practices themselves, the researcher should not rely on common sense explanations (mere
descriptions) of the social (Alltagssoziologie), but rather critically de-essentialise everyday
practices. Theoretical assumptions are thus needed, in order to unravel the symbolic orders and
meaning-making behind practices, which are often implicit or even tacit (Hillebrandt, 2014, p. 30).
This also requires a specific methodology, which goes beyond pure observation (see chapter
2.2.3.).
While the study relies on the theoretical assumptions about practices laid out above as a starting
point, these assumptions are used to different extents in the different contexts of the chapters and
For instance, posthumanists, such as Latour (2007), stress the capacity of objects to act or participate in networks and
confronts therewith the majority of practice theorists who assume that objects mediate practices, but are not actors that
carry out practices themselves. Reckwitz (2017) criticises contemporary practice theorists for their lack of taking affectivity
into account in their analyses. In addition, the conceptualization of human agency is far from being homogenous: while
Bourdieu’s habitus leaves little space for self-reflection and disruptive practices, Giddens is more optimistic in assuming
that actors have at least partially the capacity to reflect upon the structures that shape them (Giddens 1979, p. 144).
25

20

are complemented by further theoretical insights by specific authors. Due to its focus on everyday
activities, this study can be classified as being part of the aidnography genre that has explored the
gap between aid theory and practice in a number of inspiring publications (Beck, 2017; Hilhorst,
2003; Lewis & Mosse, 2006; Li, 2007; Long, 2001; Mosse, 2005; Peters, 2020; Watanabe, 2019). It is
therewith clearly positioned in the anthropological tradition, however, concepts originating from
organisational studies and public administration are also incorporated (especially in chapter 8).
2.2.2.
The relevance of practice theory for the study of policy, organisations and
social change
Instead of researching the gap between theory and practice, that is deviations from the ideal, I use
practice theory to explore how project management practices interact with these ideals, that is
how they shape them and are shaped by them. Practice theory positions itself both against
methodological individualism (based on rational choice theories) as postulated by managerialism,
as well as against all-determining discourses as advanced by critical development management
scholars (poststructuralist theories). While managerialists perceive project management as
determined by individuals (agency), post-structuralists comprehend development projects as
based on a global hegemonic aid complex (structure) (see also Gulrajani, 2011). Both stances rely
on a form essentialism denying the fact that project management practices vary across time and
space and take on different meanings depending on the context. Using practice theory as an
analytical lens debunks isolated interpretations of events and rather serves to understand
practices in their social and spatio-temporal context. As opposed to other studies on development
project management, it provides a more holistic approach in not giving precedence to actors’
reflections (Abbott et al., 2007; AbouAssi, 2010), discourses (Kerr, 2008), processes (Ferrero Y de
Loma-Osorio & Zepeda, 2014); tools (Hummelbrunner & Jones, 2013; Ika & Lytvynov, 2011); sociocognitive environments (Knowles Morrison, 2010) or policies (Brinkerhoff & Crosby, 2002; Lahey &
Nielsen, 2013; Landoni & Corti, 2011).
Practice theory’s explanatory power lies therefore in its empiricism: By grappling with everyday
practices, practice-based studies provide a thick description of processes, but also link these
processes to the wider context at stake. Practice theory is thus very well suited as an analytical lens
to study the relation between project management frameworks and practice, as it focuses not on
one or the other, but on both as a mutually constituting, contingent process.
Practice theory and policy implementation
A practice theory approach implies that policies are conceptualised as documents of practice,
which are active producers of reality, rather than a reproduction of reality (Höhn, 2013, p. 112;
Reckwitz, 2016, p. 256). Such a perspective bridges the duality between policy and practice, for
instance, as in organisational charts and actual responsibilities, or results data and lived/felt
changes. In contrast to Mosse, I argue that programme design and policy are not only transformed
through practice (Mosse, 2003, p. 70), but they are products of practice itself. While Mosse
contends that legitimising representations of projects are distinct from practice (Mosse, 2003,
p. 45), a practice theory perspective implies ‘that everyday actions are consequential in producing
the structural contours of social life’ (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1241). It is through practices
that legitimacy is created and representations are established. One of the major contributions of
using a practice theory approach is that it does not deprive artefacts, formal and informal rules, of
their potency. Even if a project document is not an ‘accurate’ representation of a project (which
does not exist from a social constructionist standpoint anyways) or if no one adheres to it, it is still
a point of reference and therewith a powerful tool that shapes practice.
Policies are thus ‘organising principles’ that structure and regulate social relations and provide
‘windows into political processes’ (Shore & Wright, 2011, p. 2). They acquire a ‘social life’ of their
own as people and organisations interact with them (Long, 2001, p. 14; Shore & Wright, 2011, p. 3).
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In contrast to instrumentalist views on policy that depict policies as results of rational processes
implemented by practitioners following their conception to achieve a certain outcome, this thesis
focuses on analysing policies as social processes that are actively reproduced, reinterpreted or
rejected during implementation (see also Long, 2001, p. 25; Shore & Wright, 2011, p. 4). This is
operationalised through Reinhold’s concept of ‘studying through’ as further elaborated upon in
chapter 3.1. (Reinhold, 1994; Wright & Reinhold, 2011, p. 87). The policy this thesis mainly engages
is the ‘D&D Theory of Change’, which can be characterised as an implementation policy or
management framework. While the D&D has a rather limited audience (primarily the organisations
receiving funding through the scheme), in chapter 9 I also deal with a policy (namely the Paris
Declaration on Aid Effectiveness) that was much more widely circulated and endorsed by
governments, multi-lateral organisations and development banks.
Thus, a key theme that runs through all the chapters is the disentanglement of the relationship
between formal directives, or policies, and practice. As managerialist thinking rests on the
assumption that it is by changing the rules that project implementation can become more adaptive,
efficient, results-oriented etc., the actual gap that is observed between theory and practice can
only be explained by wrong implementation or a deficient policy design (Brinkerhoff & Crosby,
2002; Ika & Lytvynov, 2011; Yanow, 2017). Practice theorists remain firmly against this, as they
‘resoundingly oppose the idea that explicit rules govern much, if not most, social activity’ (Schatzki,
2001, p. 17). Based on Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language, practice theorists argue that even
though rules are essential for social activities, they do not mirror reality, just as the formal logic of
a language is not necessarily applied in the act of speaking. However, practice theory does not by
any means deny the power of rules. It just adds to the study of rules, stating that they are not only
sources of practice, but also products. They do not precede practice, but they are part of its
enactment (Reckwitz, 2003, p. 292).
Chapter 6 specifically takes this conceptualisation of rules as its point of departure, examining the
new directives of the ‘D&D Theory of Change’ and their relationship with practice from the point of
view of Dutch consortium leads. The analysis of stakeholders’ practices shows that rules are just
one factor amongst many that determine practices. Project management practices were also
mediated by shared collaboration histories and thus antecedent practice (temporality), the (power)
relationships between project stakeholders (contextuality) and formal artefacts involved
(materiality). Chapter 6 thus reveals the stratifying effects of practices, showing how formal
directives are filtered through institutional and individual power relationships. In addition, practice
theory highlights the contingent character of policies by demonstrating that the meaning of
directives was not the same for all project partners and could only be understood from within the
community of practitioners involved.
Chapter 9.7. provides a short introduction into how these insights based on practice theory can
contribute to a different take on policy-making including policy recommendations derived from
this study. In this sense, this dissertation moves beyond the level of critique and subscribes to a
‘way to re-theorize aid and its administration such that it becomes less harmful than radicals
suggest and more robustly improved than simplified managerial reforms imply’ (Gulrajani, 2011,
p. 210). Acknowledging the emerging and context-specific nature of social change, it is understood
that these policy recommendations do not result in cookbook-type follow-along prescriptions.
Practice theory and the study of organisations
While this thesis focuses on the specific project practices in the SP programme, it is important to
recognise that these interact with practices ascribed to organisations. Even though development
practitioners implement several projects, they are still part of a single organisation, which
constitutes intersecting relations between practices. Since the 1990s, practice-based approaches
have gained considerable traction in organisational studies, too (see Nicolini, 2012, p. 11). Practice22

based studies of organisations move the focus away from studying organisations as entities or as
discourses, to the study of processes. Instead of studying managers, accountants, institutions and
strategies, practice-based studies focus on managerial activities, institution-building and strategy
making (Nicolini, 2012, p. 7). Practice-based studies therewith counter holistic idealisation, which
presupposes that organisations or systems are wholes that can serve as a unit of analysis (Mowles,
2010, p. 152). In addition, practice-based analyses debunk rational choice-oriented models of
explaining organisational processes by the rational actions of individual actors who follow
institutional norms (Reckwitz, 2003, p. 285). Even if practice theory does not take formal
organisational structures as a representation of reality, it neither subscribes to a view of them as
‘myth and ceremony’ as in Meyer and Rowan’s classic (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Practice theory
rather conceives of organisations and organisational structures as always in the making; it deals
with ‘institutional work’, that is institutionally embedded actions creating institutions (Lawrence &
Suddaby, 2006, p. 220). Institutions are defined by Martin in a similar manner as ‘intersubjectively
valid representations of the patterning of regularized conduct’ (Martin, 2011, p. 301). Hence, the
analysis of how policies are implemented in practice is not only useful to understand for policy
making and designing projects, but also for understanding organisations.
Chapter 7 deals with this meaning-making process negotiated between different ‘interfaces’ of
project stakeholders, widening the scope to project partners in Vietnam in Uganda. In line with the
research approach of ‘studying through’, the workings of policy are not only examined at the level
of the Dutch consortium lead partners, but also at the level of country offices and CSO partners.
When referring to social interfaces, Long means ‘social situations or arenas in which interactions
become oriented around problems of bridging, accommodating, segregating or contesting social,
evaluative and cognitive standpoints’ (Long, 2001, p. 65). While Long also talks of practices (Long,
2001, p. 30), his main emphasis lies however on actors, their agency, culturally constructed
interpretations and interactions (Long, 2001, p. 50). This is where his approach slightly differs from
a practice-based study, which stipulates that actors are only the carrier of practices and not the
locus of analysis. I am therefore using the concept of the interface rather as a site at which practices
can be traced. Interface situations shed light on the competing rationales in a project, which are
subject to negotiation at each interface. The multiplicity of interface situations I identified in my
research uncover that the concept of the aid chain26 cannot account for the non-linear
relationships and practices within the project. Not only did relationships not follow linear
pathways, but documents, such as reports and templates, also went back and forth. The directives
clearly did not trickle down or travel down the ‘aid chain’ as is usually assumed.
Chapter 8 pursues one part of institutional work, namely exercising autonomy. The chapter makes
clear that autonomy cannot be assessed by looking at formal competencies, but only by examining
actors’ practices. Common understandings of organisational autonomy as an ontological entity
(van Wessel et al., 2018, p. 29), that is as an attribute, are debunked. Different dimensions of
exercising autonomy are analysed with regard to two sub-national organisations and most
importantly, the potential constraints on making use of granted decision-making competencies are
also taken into consideration. The chapter shows that practicing autonomy is relational in the
sense that autonomy is not only exercised and demanded, but also hindered and granted. Giving
up on certain competencies is not always negative from an organisational perspective, but can also
be advantageous if it serves other project or organisational goals, such as enhanced legitimacy.
Autonomy-making is also not stable, but changes over time.

The notion of the aid chain is used in the literature to refer to the catenation/arrangement of aid organisations in a vertical
hierarchy. Funding and requirements are said to flow from the donor via intermediary organisations to the beneficiaries,
while results flow up the chain (Elbers 2012, p. 23; Koch 2009, p. 109; Wallace, Bornstein, & Chapman, 2007, p. 13).
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Practice theory and social change
Practice theory’s explanatory added-value lies not only in explicating how and why practices are
performed, but also in elucidating how change takes place. Practices do not occur in isolation, but
are part of bundles or complexes (Schatzki, 2016, p. 33). A practice complex such as adaptive
management, does not only relate to a number of other practices, but is also constituted by specific
meanings, requires specific competencies and forms of knowledge and materials attached to
practices. These elements are constitutive of practices and cause them to change in case
connections between these elements are made, maintained or suspended (Shove et al., 2012,
p. 14). At the same time, practices are not only part of one bundle, but can be associated with
different bundles, resulting in contradictory expectations and meanings. Such a competition for
differing social logic is what Reckwitz refers to as ‘agonality’ (Reckwitz, 2003, p. 295).
Chapter 9 shows how the adaptive management agenda can fit both into a social transformative
and a managerialist bundle, resulting in tensions in implementation. I argue that it is due to the
continued dominance of managerialism in the aid sector that the adaptive management agenda
runs the risk of being entirely coupled with the managerialist bundle. Managerialism’s persistence
can be explained by its shared elements (knowledge, meaning and technologies) with science and
corporate practice, forming a complex that is stabilised and normalised through repetition in many
societal realms. Its dominance appears through the structuring effect it has on other practice
complexes, exemplified in this chapter by adaptive management. Examining how practices evolve
over time thus reveals that there are specific linkages among practices that make change more
likely than others. Practice theory can thus be a powerful tool to analyse social change by going
beyond the analysis of singular practices to the analysis of complexes of practices and their change
trajectory.
Chapter 9 furthermore goes to show how macro phenomena, such as the decline of the Paris
Declaration, are by no means composed of or caused by micro phenomena, such as policy
dialogues. This is what Theodor Schatzki refers to as a ‘flat ontology’: Instead of assuming that
micro phenomena constitute macro phenomena and operate on distinct ontological levels, a flat
ontology implies that the realm of the social is only on a single (or no) level27 (Schatzki, 2016, p. 35).
The chapter demonstrates that the decline of the Paris Declaration came about, just as the
transformation of adaptive management, amongst others, due to their coupling with
managerialism. While practices are bundled together in larger (e.g., the economy) or smaller (e.g.,
a shop) bundles, these are not to be understood as different ontological levels. Here, larger refers
to the number of connections and occurrences in time and space.
It should be noted that not all practice theorists subscribe to a flat ontology. Among practice
theorists distinctions between the micro- and macro level are also made, albeit with reference to
the reproduction of the micro through the macro and mutually constituting properties of both
levels (Seidl & Whittington, 2014). Some have used Foucauldian discourse analysis to conceptualise
the micro-macro link in the form of ‘intertextuality’, focussing on the local enactment of macro
discourses (Ezzamel & Willmott, 2008; Hardy & Thomas, 2014; Vaara et al., 2010), while others,
drawing on Giddens, link the micro with the macro through actors’ reflexive practices (Hendry,
2000; Jarzabkowski, 2008; Whittington, 2010). These ontologies rely on a vertical hierarchy of
structures and practices, taking micro practices as representing or reproducing structural
conditions (Seidl & Whittington, 2014, p. 1415). While such a view allows arguably for a systematic
comparison of structural conditions, it also risks overemphasising the power of structures (Seidl &
The notion of a flat ontology has been most prominently coined by Manuel DeLanda (2002) building on Deleuze and
complexity theory. Latour (2007) also uses a flat ontology in his Actor Network Theory (ANT). While ANT focuses on
interconnections or associations between different elements, just as practice theory does, it does not prioritise practices as
unit of analysis, but also follows for instance objects.
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Whittington, 2014, p. 1415). In my view, such a reading does not pay sufficient attention to the
mutually constituting nature of practices and structures. Subscribing to a flat ontology that entirely
dissolves the macro level forces the researcher to focus on actual practices without resorting to
constructs, such as an organisation or a policy. It also helps researchers ‘avoid parking macro
features in an unexamined and taken-for-granted “context”’ (Seidl & Whittington, 2014, p. 1416).
Using a flat ontology focuses on the interconnections between practices and practice bundles. As
shown in chapter 9, such an emphasis on connections between elements of practices helps in
tracing how certain practices transform and become dominant.
Critique on practice theories
Practice theory has been criticised for a number of shortcomings, such as its inadequate dealing
with power (Watson, 2017), its inapplicability to policy (Shove et al., 2012), its unsuitability for
analysing macro phenomena (Coulter, 2001), and change processes (Warde, 2014, p. 294), as well
as its methodological eclecticism (Schäfer et al., 2015) and its theoretical imprecision28 (Warde,
2014, p. 289). While I agree with the two latter points, which I will discuss below, my thesis shows
that the other points of criticism are unfounded. In chapter 9 practice theory is used to deal with
macro phenomena and social change and offers a way of including an analysis of power relations.
An in-depth reflection on how practice theory can contribute to analysing these processes is to be
found in chapter 9.5. In addition, chapter 9.7. addresses the question how practice theory can be
used for generating policy recommendations.
A limitation that applies more pressingly to this thesis is the theory’s methodological eclecticism
and relating difficulties in operationalising practice-based research. The implications of these
limitations are addressed in detail in the following chapter 2.2.3. In response to the critique of
theoretical imprecision, I would like to highlight two points that are fundamental for my analysis:
First, I acknowledge that the distinction between practice bundles, practices, actions and elements
is heuristic rather than analytic. While there is consensus that practices are constituted by actions,
there is less clarity about how to delineate the boundary of a practice. I follow Rouse (2007, p. 530)
in defining an action as belonging to a practice if it can be identified as a correct performance of
this practice. In other words, a practice must have certain standards (and thus a routine), which
make it recognisable as a ‘a response to another, for example, by correcting it, rewarding or
punishing its performer, drawing inferences from it, translating it, imitating it’ (Rouse, 2007, p. 530).
This relates to the above-mentioned definition by Schatzki pointing towards the shared and
embodied understanding and skills upon which practices rest (Schatzki, 2001, p. 12). This is given
for practices in my research, such as designing indicators, writing reports or conducting a
monitoring field visit, which are essentially learned and shared with regard to a specific community.
These distinct practices are constituted by different actions, for instance, in turning on the
computer, making notes, phoning colleagues about results, etc.. I used an inductive approach to
identifying which practices are counted as being part of the project management bundle (see also
2.2.3.). Examining these distinctions is an essential part of the research process, as what is a correct
or incorrect practice is always subject to negotiation. It is through analysing the elements of
practices, their context and their interrelationships that the unfolding of social life can be
explained. Elements of practices are defined as meanings, technologies, skills and ideas that are
constitutive of practices and cause them to change in the event that connections between these
elements are made, maintained or suspended (Shove et al., 2012, p. 14). I analyse these elements
especially in chapter 9 in order to trace connections between different practice bundles and change
processes. Bundles are defined in my research as a higher order category (project
management/adaptive management), but also as social logic (managerialism/social
Warde (2014) specifically discusses the distinction between performances and practices and the nature of routinisation
of practices.
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transformation). The notion of bundles serves therewith as an analytical tool to highlight
interrelations between different practices.
Second, even though practice theory does not at all obscure individual dispositions of actors, my
thesis does not include the analysis of individuals’ positionalities. Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus
(see footnote 24) has not only been widely applied to the analysis of class as in his works, but also
to the analysis of gender29 (Baron & Kotthoff, 2001; McLeod, 2005) and ethnicity (Bentley, 1987;
Jenkins, 2008). The habitus highlights the embodied nature of practices, as practices are bodily
performances which are inextricably linked with the body of the carrier of the practice (Reckwitz,
2016, p. 251). This performative dimension resonates with concepts such as ‘doing gender’ (West
& Zimmerman, 1987), ‘performativity’ (Butler, 1991) and ‘doing difference’ (West & Fenstermaker,
1995) in gender studies. These approaches conceptualise gender, class and ethnicity, not as
properties of individuals, but as emergent accomplishments of social situations (Böth, 2018).
Gender studies have not only been influenced by practice theory, but have also contributed to
further theorising practice-based concepts (Poggio, 2006).
Practice theory has thus an important contribution to make in theorising the relations between
individual, learned and often tacit dispositions and the structures that produce and are produced
by these dispositions. I acknowledge that my thesis remains silent about the production of
structures through these individual dispositions, as the focus of the analysis lies rather on the
shared understanding of project management practices and their relationship with policies. The
aim of the study is primarily to understand the process of how policies and directives translate into
practice and less to describe the ways of particular actors involved in that process. This is also due
to methodological limitations: It would have required a lot more in-depth field research at every
participating organisation in order for me to make substantiated statements about how individual
dispositions structure project management practices in the SP programme. The class differences
between urban and rural stakeholders in the project, as well as gender relations, provide especially
interesting starting points for further research that would also contribute to a better
understanding of power relations in projects.
2.2.3.

Operationalising practice theory

Studying project management practices requires first and foremost an empirical approach. As
practices are routinised, everyday activities that take place in a specific time and place, it is not
surprising that practice-based studies rely mostly on participant observation (Schäfer & Daniel,
2015, p. 40). However, Schmidt specifies that participant observation and the resulting
‘Praxeografie’ should not be confounded with the ethnographic description of people(s), as the
objects of investigation are practices that transcend different localities and different carriers
(Schmidt, 2012, p. 255). Breidenstein et al. have a more nuanced view and rather talk about an
‘integrated research approach’ and ‘methodological opportunism’ that characterises practicebased research (Breidenstein et al., 2013, p. 34) (own translation). Depending on the specific field,
the collected data could contain observations, but also documents, talks and videos.
Equating practice-based research with participant observation is, on the one hand, problematic
because of accessibility issues, but on the other hand, also because of the non-observable, nonpublic or tacit nature of certain practices (e.g., meditating, dreaming, but also conceiving project
ideas). Also opinions, intuition and emotions can only be observed to a very limited extent (Schäfer
& Daniel, 2015, p. 43). In addition, practices are situated occurrences and needless to say that a
researcher cannot be present in any moment at all times in different localities (Schäfer & Daniel,
2015, p. 45). Practices are also always related to previous practices and happen in anticipation of
It should be mentioned that Bourdieu himself applied the habitus to the study of gender relations in his work ‘Masculine
Domination’ (Bourdieu 2002; first published in French in 1998).
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future events; studying practices therefore requires a diachronic perspective that traces practices
with regard to their history and their future, that is their context (Schäfer & Daniel, 2015, p. 50).
Nassehi criticises the fact that practice theory takes the visible as authentic and points to the fact
that what is done can only be meaningful with regard to its context and the meaning attached to
it (Nassehi, 2006, p. 231). A methodological focus that takes actors’ reflections on practices as
authentic is therefore just as inaccurate as one that only relies on observable practices (Nassehi,
2006, p. 294). While the meanings of practices are to a certain extent public and collective
(otherwise they would not make sense to anyone), it is the researcher’s task to understand the
social space in which they are enacted, in order to decipher their specific meanings, which can be
many (Schmidt, 2012, p. 240).
The challenge of operationalising practice theory is thus to do justice to spatio-temporal context
and to relate bodily and material occurrences, sayings, doings and tacit understandings to each
other and to the field under study (Schäfer & Daniel, 2015, p. 44). The different elements that
constitute practices and practice bundles all need to be covered by the research design. For this
reason, Schäfer and Daniel suggest to study as many practices in a bundle as possible, in order to
analyse their meaning in relation to each other (Schäfer & Daniel, 2015, p. 48).
In my research I tried to solve this issue by tracing practices of a larger set of institutional actors,
instead of focussing only on one organisation. The practice bundles I examined are project
management and adaptive management practices in the SP programme (respectively, general
adaptive management practices in chapter 5). Identifying and examining routinised practices, such
as coming up with project proposals and indicators, report writing as well as conducting monitoring
visits etc. of different actors in different organisations and different social positions allowed me to
develop an understanding of ‘how things are usually done’ and how they relate to the D&D policy.
As project management relies a great deal on documents, such as project proposals, reports, M&E
(monitoring & evaluation) plans and budgets, I tried to get access to these artefacts before my field
stay in order to prepare. I also used these documents in almost all of my interviews in order to
have the participants reflect on how they came about and how they relate to practice. In order to
contextualise the D&D framework, I always also asked in my interviews how these requirements
and documents compare to other donor projects. Taking these written artefacts as active
producers of reality (rather than its reproduction) allowed me to understand their specific situated
meaning in relation to project practice (Höhn, 2013, p. 112; Reckwitz, 2016, p. 256).
While I could not actively observe how documents were compiled (even though I sometimes
received draft versions with comments, showing that these are very much living documents), my
field stays in which I participated in meetings and other project activities complemented
practitioners’ reflections with observations. This helped in identifying additional relevant practices
supplementing my interview material. Spending more time with project managers during field trips
allowed me to observe interactions between different project stakeholders and to listen to
informal talks and ask questions. These trips were essential in order to contextualise research
participants’ reflections in the formal interviews and understand stakeholders’ power
relationships. This enabled me to get further insights into the stratifying effect of certain practices,
such as who gets how much per diem on a field trip and sleeps in which hotel, who speaks how
much during a meeting and who silently disappears. I also understood better how CSO managers
maintain relationships with community groups, for example, in Vietnam this could be politely
pretending to sip the local homemade booze during a shared meal, while in Uganda it is not eating
in front of community groups out of respect, because they are only able to eat once per day.
Meetings were an especially important base where I could actively observe how actors made sense
of what was happening in the project, establishing a common version of reality. This can be
exemplified by a conflict with one of the sub-national organisations’ project managers in Uganda.
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Everyone wondered why he did not appear for the planning meeting and had also not participated
in a previous training session. After discussions and several phone calls by the project manager
with him and other stakeholders there were multiple explanations for his absence, such as that
their finance officer was unhappy about the low financial contribution and low overheads, the head
of the organisation disapproved of the fact that they were not the ones hosting the new
coordination unit and that the project manager was new and did not receive proper onboarding
and a proper title, to name just a few. The group at the meeting resembled a detective firm, trying
to figure out what had happened. Even though there was no common version at the end, the
bottom line was that he had sent an email to complain which received no response; so he used his
absence to show his disapproval of the current project organisation. This vignette goes to show
that not only the researcher is in constant search for meaning of events, but that meanings are
actively created in project situations; they do not simply exist, and they are not unequivocal. Visiting
each field site at two points in time also allowed me to further observe the (in)stability of project
implementation and relations, being aware of the fact that I could only observe snippets. With this
in mind, I attempted to record the multiple meanings and interpretations of actors’ practices and
the process of how they take on or change their meaning over time, and how they relate to each
other and to the context. This involved a lot of cross-checking of findings afterwards to triangulate
my data. The search for common ground thus did not end in the field, but continued afterwards,
when I circulated my drafts for comments.
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3. Methodology
The chapter deals with the methodology which this dissertation is based on. At first, the overall
research approach is described, providing details about the anthropological grounding of the study
and the operationalisation of the ‘studying through’ approach. After that the SP programme under
which the projects of this study operate is introduced. This is followed by a description of the case
identification and its limitations. Subsequently, the process of getting access to the field and the
different field phases are presented in a chronological manner and reflected upon. In addition, an
overview of the collected interview data is given. The chapter proceeds by describing the research
methods and data analysis procedures used. Thereafter the researcher’s positionality and its
impacts on the research process are portrayed and ethical considerations such as informed
consent, informants’ right to privacy and reciprocity are discussed. The chapter closes by critically
reflecting on data quality and the overall limitations of the chosen research approach.
3.1.

Research approach

The study is conducted in line with an anthropological tradition, thus situated in a social
constructionist ontology. While it relies on multiple shorter fieldwork stays, it is not a classic
ethnography in the sense that it does not rely on long-term ethnographic fieldwork in a particular
community and does not aim at describing that community in detail in the form of an ethnography
(Czarniawska, 2007, p. 17). The object of investigation is project management practice, which is a
part of policy enactment. The aim of the study is thus primarily to understand the process of how
policies and directives translate into practice and less to describe the ways of particular actors
involved in that process, although the latter is often part of the former. Studying practices requires
a qualitative research approach (see also chapter 2.2.3.), as the researcher needs to understand
the meanings and the specific context attached to practices (Schmidt, 2012, p. 240). However,
studying policy implementation through extensive participant observation as in ‘traditional’
ethnographic fieldwork is challenging, because of time, space and problems of participation
(Czarniawska, 2007, p. 13). Also, research in CSOs was found not to be necessarily amenable to
participant observation, as many CSO activities take place informally and do not necessarily
happen in offices (Sampson, 2017, p. 5). Even if a researcher would get access and was skilled
enough to assume a role in one of the organisations in which the policy is conceived or enacted, a
single researcher cannot be a participant observer in multiple organisations at the same time and
would have to restrain him or herself to a single or few organisations. Studying policy
implementation implies that the ‘field’ is not just a single organisation or community, but the
practices of a larger set of actors. Yanow calls these actors an ‘interpretive community’ (Yanow,
2009). In the case of the ‘D&D Theory of Change’, the interpretive community that is directly
concerned with the policy’s conception and implementation entails Ministry staff, staff of the 25
CSO consortia in the Netherlands, staff of their first and second tier partner organisations, as well
as beneficiaries. In a wider sense, the policy is even part of a larger interpretive community dealing
with global donor policies and adaptive management, such as politicians, international
organisations and consultants, but also the wider public engaging with the policy and its effects in
the Netherlands, as well as in the partner countries.
As this is a large field which cannot be covered in its entirety by an individual researcher, this thesis
follows Reinhold’s approach of ‘studying through’ (Reinhold, 1994; Wright & Reinhold, 2011, p. 87).
‘Studying through’ means following a policy ‘back and forth across different sites in a policy field
over time, so as to reveal how a new governing discourse emerges and becomes institutionalised’
(Wright & Reinhold, 2011, p. 88). This strategy tries to engage with the methodological problems
that policy changes over time and that it is not a linear process moving from policy makers down
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to recipients. The research is in line with a new generation of multi-sited fieldwork, in that it follows
‘things’, which in this case is a policy (Marcus, 2016).
Thus, instead of studying policy implementation from the perspective of a single organisation, I
opted for a multi-sited approach in order to cover a larger set of actors. While this allows for more
breadth, it certainly comes at the expense of depth. In comparison to Hilhorst’s (2003), Beck’s
(2017) or Mosse’s (2005) ethnographies of CSOs, this study dives less deeply into the operations of
a single organisation. The aim of the study is rather to examine the negotiation of policy enactment
at different project interfaces and in their global context. I chose two development interventions
that operate under the same policy framework, but in two countries to compare and trace practices
inside the project system and in relationship to the larger policy community. The study first and
foremost relies on interviews and informal conversations and to a lesser extent also on participant
observation and document analysis. It follows the D&D policy from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
in the Netherlands to several consortium lead organisations in the Netherlands and then focuses
on a case study of one partnership, covering Oxfam Novib as a lead partner in the Netherlands,
Oxfam country offices, partner CSOs, sub-national organisations and beneficiaries in Vietnam and
Uganda.
I proceeded in an iterative manner, meaning that data collection and analysis were not separated,
but happening in phases (Spradley, 1979, p. 94). Each data collection phase was followed by
preliminary data analysis in order to improve my approach. Document research and first
interviews in the Netherlands were used to create a general understanding of the SP programme
and to pilot my interview guide. Subsequently, field phases in Uganda and Vietnam followed, after
which data was analysed, and the second round of field trips to these countries was prepared. In
the meantime, I stayed in contact with my research participants to clarify remaining questions and
to discuss first outputs with them. The research was thus a collective endeavour in the sense that
research participants were actively involved in creating the representation of their project practice.
Furthermore, as project practices are relational, cross-checking views of different actors to
triangulate data was an essential part of the data collection and analysis process.
What is anthropological about this study?
It is often assumed that ‘proper’ social and cultural anthropology must rely on extensive participant
observation (Forsey, 2010, p. 76) and anthropology itself is often confounded with ethnography
(Ingold, 2008). However, research questions that go beyond the study of a particular community
are hardly researchable through participant observation alone and require a broader set of
methods (Czarniawska, 2007; Falzon, 2016b; Hine, 2015). Anthropology has thus moved away from
an understanding of the field as a physical site towards a social space (Falzon, 2016a), even though
participant observation is still hailed as the silver bullet by many anthropologists (Forsey, 2010,
p. 69). While I do not want to dive into the discussion of what constitutes anthropology as a
discipline, I would still like to highlight what is particularly anthropological about this study.
First, this study aims at going ‘beneath the hierarchical institutions, official statements, formal
rules, and idealistic or ideological self-understandings’ (Sampson, 2017, p. 4). It does not take the
view conveyed by policy documents for granted, but is grounded in actors’ everyday experiences.
It studies the ‘social life’ of projects from the point of view of those concerned, also taking into
account the informal nature of project implementation through observations (Long, 2001, p. 14). It
is thus grounded in research participants’, that is emic, views (Madden, 2011, p. 19). Second, in
doing so, it not only includes powerful actors, such as heads of organisations, but also less powerful
groups, such as community-based organisations and beneficiaries, whose voices are also
represented (Sampson, 2017, p. 4). Third, it relies on ‘the active collaboration of research
‘participants’ rather than ‘subjects’’ (Sluka & Robben, 2012, p. 29). Research stays were organised
together with research participants, they were informed of the research outcome and many
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contributed by commenting on the produced chapters. Since my fieldwork stays were
comparatively short, I cannot claim to have ‘immersed’ myself in the research setting, as
ethnographic research requires. However, I would still contend that ‘being there’ and building
relationships with research participants is an essential component of conducting anthropological
research (McGranahan, 2018, p. 4). My research is ethnographic in line with Spradley’s definition
that ‘rather than studying people, ethnography means learning from people’ (Spradley, 1979, p. 3)
(emphasis in the original). It also resonates with the recent call for ‘patchwork ethnography’,
acknowledging the changing conditions for conducting research and also the personal constraints
researchers face that alter ‘traditional’ long-term fieldwork practices (Günel et al., 2020).
The chapters are based on different methods and therefore do not use ethnographic methods to
the same extent. Chapter 5 is purely based on literature research and compiles an in-depth
analysis of case studies on adaptive management in CSOs, establishing what practitioners consider
adaptive practices. It also sets the scene for the overall thesis by analysing the policy context for
adaptive management. Chapter 6 - 8 follow the policy from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Netherlands to implementing organisations: Chapter 6 relies on interviews with project managers
of consortium lead organisations in the Netherlands. Chapter 7 and 8 are the most
anthropological, relying on interviews, informal conversations and participant observation in
Uganda and Vietnam amongst country offices, national CSOs and sub-national organisations. The
concluding chapter 9 rests on the overall research findings and relates them to the larger policy
debates on aid effectiveness.
Operationalising ‘studying through’
Wright and Reinhold identify three major characteristics of the research strategy of studying
through:
First, studying through implies that research is multi-sited and non-linear, tracing connections between
different actors and localities (Wright & Reinhold, 2011, p. 101).
To follow through on policy implementation, I engaged with actors at all levels of the project
system: I talked to Ministry staff in the Netherlands, to Dutch CSOs, to CSOs in Uganda and Vietnam
and their partners and beneficiaries. The research was thus multi-sited taking place at different
localities in the Netherlands, Uganda and Vietnam, both in rural and urban settings. While it is often
assumed that development policies are implemented in a hierarchical fashion, from bottom to top,
in line with a conceptualisation of the ‘aid chain’, I found that this logic was often broken. As shown
in chapter 7, neither funding, requirements nor reporting flow in a linear fashion in development
projects. Focusing specifically on analysing project interfaces enabled me to discover how practices
emerge and are negotiated in interactions between organisations and actors, sometimes
reinterpreting and/or reinforcing directives.
Second, studying through rests on the assumption that events have unpredictable consequences, and
therefore relies on a ‘history of the present’ (Wright & Reinhold, 2011, p. 101). It thus tracks how events
take place, but also recognises that this particular way of unfolding is contingent.
Visiting both Vietnam and Uganda at two points in time enabled me to focus on the particularities
of events in their recent context. Talking to project stakeholders again after some time made me
aware of changing relationships and new opportunities arising for organisations. In addition,
finding that many staff members had left their jobs for other positions showed the volatility of a
project field. For instance, in Uganda the fact that one coordinating organisation had to leave the
project because of mismanagement caused substantial changes in the project architecture (see
chapter 8). In Vietnam, at the time of the interviews, the Financing for Development Team was very
concerned with programme funding. While the project was integrated into a larger programme
structure, they were facing a funding decline of 70 % in mid-2018 when two other donor
31

programmes ended. Finding synergies between projects was therefore paramount. Such a
contingent way of analysing policy is also very much in line with a practice theory approach. While
practices happen in recourse to past practices and in anticipation of future practices, they are also
potentially unstable, as actors are reacting to the unique circumstances inscribed in a situation.
Practices can thus only be interpreted ex-post, as they are happening in real-time (Reckwitz, 2003,
p. 295).
Third, studying through requires a ‘political and epistemological reflexivity’, meaning an inclusion of the
wider political and historical context in the analysis (Wright & Reinhold, 2011, p. 102)
While qualitative research like my case study focuses on a small set of actors and traces how
practices are carried out in the ‘history of the present’ as described above, it is the connection to
larger practice bundles that allows the researcher to make statements that move beyond the
particularities of the research site. My research establishes that connection most prominently in
chapter 5 and chapter 9. Chapter 5 examines the current discourse and implementation status of
adaptive management and its meaning for CSOs, providing the context in which the D&D policy is
embedded. In chapter 9, I link my findings to larger depoliticisation processes in the aid sector
fuelled by managerialism and exemplified by the rise and fall of the Paris Declaration on Aid
Effectiveness. This does not, in turn, mean that my analysis is based on micro-level processes that
constitute macro-level phenomena, such as managerialism. By means of my data, I demonstrate
that practices operate on a single level (flat ontology) (Schatzki, 2016, p. 35). Including the wider
political and historical context allows me to trace how managerialism creates similar connections
both in government negotiations and on the project level. The focus on these connections
illustrates how certain practices become dominant and have structuring effects impacting other
practices. Epistemological reflexivity that concerns the researcher’s positionality and its impact on
the research process is discussed in chapter 3.7., and the epistemological challenge of
operationalising practice theory is dealt with in 2.2.3.
3.2.

The Strategic Partnership (SP) Programme

While there are several programmes under the D&D policy, the projects in this study are all part of
the SP Programme. The SP is a five-year programme (2016 - 2020) funded by the Dutch Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and comprises a budget of around 1 billion euros (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Netherlands, 2017, p. 11). Its aim is to support CSOs’ lobbying and advocacy capacities in different
sectors, for which 25 CSO consortia were chosen through a tendering process. Of these 25
consortia, all but one are headed by a lead CSO based in the Netherlands which receives the funds.
In most consortia, the funds are channelled further to partner organisations in recipient countries.
The SP is underpinned by the ‘D&D Theory of Change’, which emphasises the social transformative
approach of the Ministry representing ‘a shift in focus from aid aimed directly at combating poverty
through service delivery to aid aimed at tackling the root causes of poverty and inequality through
lobby and advocacy’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. 2). CSOs are seen as
vital actors in their own right, who are able to empower the marginalised and challenge existing
power asymmetries and structural inequalities (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands,
2017, p. 5). It is thus in line with a liberal democratisation approach view (see introduction to
chapter 4 for a critical discussion thereof and a discussion of the funding landscape for CSOs in the
Netherlands). Such a social transformative conceptualisation of development as a diffuse and nonlinear process implies a renunciation of managerialist principles on a methodological level and a
turn towards a more flexible and context-sensitive approach aimed to ensure local ownership and
autonomy.
The SP was thus considered eligible as a case study for my research project as it fits within the
adaptive management paradigm as discussed in chapter 5. While it is arguably not explicitly
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labelled an adaptive programme by the Ministry, it positions itself in line with other adaptive
management approaches clearly against managerialism (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Netherlands, 2017, p. 7). The D&D is also in line with a number of the criteria identified by the
Doing Development Differently Manifesto (Doing Development Differently Manifesto Community,
2014) in the sense that it promotes a more context-sensitive and flexible approach, puts an
emphasis on learning and aims at working through local convenors by including more informal
organisations. More concretely, the SP encourages the use of flexible theories of change and
advocacy strategies, the use of context studies as well as the use of customised Planning,
Monitoring, Evaluation & Learning (PMEL) systems (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands,
2017, p. 9). The different ‘innovations’ and their implementation in practice are addressed in
chapter 6.
3.3.

Case identification

As one of the aims was comparing the implementation of the D&D policy framework to previous
routines (see chapter 6), only those CSOs who participated both under the D&D and MFS II30
funding schemes were considered eligible. Of the 97 CSOs that were either part of D&D or MFS II,
32 were identified that were funded under both schemes (see (van Wessel, Hilhorst et al., 2020).
13 of these 32 are consortium leads in the SP Programme and were thus considered eligible for
interviews (as the consortium lead is responsible for reporting to the Ministry). Out of the 13 CSOs,
five were contacted, and three agreed to participate in the study: IUCN National Committee of the
Netherlands (International Union for the Conservation of Nature), Oxfam Novib and Both ENDS.
After my initial first interviews, one of the three organisations, that is Oxfam Novib in consortium
with SOMO agreed to collaborate further and facilitate access to their country offices for an indepth case study. To this end, the research was formalised through a research agreement (see
3.7.).
In order to identify which projects under the SP would be part of the case study, I developed a
number of criteria together with Oxfam Novib. Oxfam Novib implements the SP in 17 partner
countries, and they created three thematic components under which the projects operate.
However, not every country implements every component and not every partner country operates
under Oxfam Novib’s administrative structures (some are operating, e.g., with Oxfam Great
Britain’s administrative system). In order to examine how the D&D policy is implemented in the
respective partner countries, it was considered vital that the partner country was operating
according to Oxfam Novib’s administrative system in order to cross-check directives and
implementation. Thus, the following selection criteria were used to identify countries for my case
study: first, two different continents were supposed to be represented in order to allow for cultural
variety. Second, Oxfam Novib had to be the executing affiliate for both (meaning that the respective
country office makes use of Oxfam Novib’s administrative structures) to allow for comparability.
Third, both countries needed to implement the same thematic components in order to be
comparable. Vietnam and Uganda fulfilled all three criteria. In both countries the ‘Financing for
Development’ (F4D) and ‘Right to Food’ (R2F) thematic components were implemented, which are
separate programmes under the SP.
While the theory of change and the requirements by Oxfam Novib were the same for all projects,
thus allowing for comparability, the different country contexts and thematic components of the
projects allowed for the contextual variety, increasing the diversity of actors’ practices. I did not opt
for a formal comparison of the two thematic components in both countries, as I considered the
sample too small to generate valid findings. In line with practice theory and the ‘studying through’
approach, I rather focused on tracking how events take place in their specific context. The case
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The predecessor programme of D&D. For more details on the genesis of the different funding schemes see 4.1..
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study thus forms an ‘integrated system’ (Stake, 1995, p. 2), in which practices are negotiated 31.
Nevertheless, the particular case under study is ‘instrumental’ in that it helps understand a more
general problem, that is policy implementation (Stake, 1995, p. 3). As I covered the majority of
actors in each project, I could confront actors with the statements of their colleagues and trace the
different rationales at project interfaces. This approach allowed me to examine the relational
component of project practices and triangulate my findings.
Needless to say that focussing on just one consortium lead, two countries and four projects
amongst 366 country partnerships in total (72 different countries), means that the case study
cannot depict the variety of practices in the SP programme. The aim of the study is thus not
generalisation:
‘The real business of case study is particularization, not generalization. We take a particular
case and come to know it well, not primarily as to how it is different from others, but what
it is, what it does. There is emphasis on uniqueness, and that implies knowledge of others
that the case is different from, but the first emphasis is on understanding the case itself.’
(Stake, 1995, p. 8).
Hence, the study does not claim to be representative for the entire SP programme. However, it
identifies a number of mechanisms that point beyond the case study, as other projects operate
under similar dynamics and contexts. Some of my findings have been confirmed by other
researchers of the so-called assumptions research programme, who conducted research on the
SP as well as evaluations conducted by the Ministry. These publications were important resources
for me to put my findings into perspective (a point-by-point comparison can be found in appendix
E). In addition, it is first and foremost the contextualisation of my particular findings (see chapters
5 and 9) that make these ‘small sites […] open windows onto larger processes of political
transformation’ (Shore & Wright, 2011, p. 12).
3.4.

Access, field phases and collected data

Access
Getting access to an appropriate field site turned out to be difficult. My initial idea was to compare
adaptive projects to non-adaptive projects in a case study. First of all, I tried to use contacts from
my previous employment at GIZ in order to find project partners whom I could collaborate with.
Everyone was very interested in ‘adaptive management’ and was excited about how to make GIZ a
more agile organisation, however, when it came to gaining access to a concrete project site, I did
not receive any positive responses. Like other researchers, I experienced that development
activities are hard to study for ‘outsiders’32. The argument that I would do research for free and
also present my findings in more accessible outputs to all concerned stakeholders, rather than in
the form of a dissertation was not appealing enough. I tried to highlight that I could lend more
visibility to their novel approaches and generate suggestions for improvement, but this also proved
ineffective.
While it could simply be project time constraints that keeps organisations from engaging with
researchers, I believe that it is also the risk of exposure that comes with it. Even though all
The notion of an ‘integrated system’ should, however, not be mistaken for a closed system: project practices are in many
instances connected to practices outside of the project system that need to be taken into consideration. That is why I
engaged in literature research (see chapter 5) and also included interviews with additional actors, such as embassy staff
and staff of other development projects.
32
For instance, Eyben and Guijt (2015, p. 3) report how difficult it was to find practitioners who would be willing to publish
case studies on the negative implications of RBM: ‘People were frightened of going public about their experiences of
distortions and problems. They feared exposing international aid to an often-sceptical press […] or worse putting their jobs
or organizations at risk.’ Even when they convened a conference subject to the Chatham House Rule, thus protecting
participants’ identities, some were not willing to present negative evidence verbally (Eyben and Guijt 2015, p. 3; Chatham
House n.d.)
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development organisations present themselves as being eager to learn, they like to maintain
control over how this learning takes place and, unsurprisingly, over how they are represented to
outsiders. From an organisation’s point of view, a researcher who is not contracted by the
organisation is a potential threat. The complications arising from the different viewpoints of
researchers and practitioners as well as the struggle over dominant interpretations of events have
been well documented in the literature (Hilhorst, 2003; Mosse, 2006). My own experience with that
‘struggle’ is covered in chapter 3.7.
After this failed attempt at finding project sites, my supervisor Prof. Dirk-Jan Koch brought the ‘D&D
Theory of Change’ to my attention. I was immediately interested due to the adaptive nature of the
policy, and through his contacts, I finally found my first interview partners among the Dutch lead
partners of the SP Programme. I thus abandoned my focus on bi-lateral aid and started to explore
the potential of adaptive management for CSOs. I do not have any evidence as to why these
organisations agreed (maybe CSOs are more open to researchers than bi-lateral organisations, or
Dutch organisations are more open to researchers than German ones), but it is not very far-fetched
to assume that the fact that their ‘donor’ asked them for a favour played a big role. As Dirk-Jan
Koch is not only working as a professor, but also as chief science officer at the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, the request technically came from the Ministry itself. The fact that I was introduced by a
donor to lead CSOs and their partners obviously had an influence on my positionality. Further
reflections on this topic can be found in chapter 3.7. While at this point I had still planned to
compare the SP with a non-adaptive project, I realised after my first field phases that this would be
too ambitious to be achieved by a single researcher. I thus decided to focus on the Oxfam case
study and include only an indirect comparison by asking practitioners how their practices compare
to other projects in which they are involved.
Field phases
I started interviewing actors in the Netherlands between June and November 2018. For the
interviews, I undertook day trips to the Netherlands to meet staff in their offices. The interviews
were not only the basis for chapter 6, but also served in my research to pilot the interview guide I
had developed. During this phase I also reached out to the two country offices for my in-depth
study to ask for permission and gain access to documents. I used this period to thus understand
how the SP is organised and to get an initial impression of the practices in the different consortia
in order to prepare my first field trip (I visited both Uganda and Vietnam twice). The first field trip
to Uganda took place in December 2018 and involved interviews in Kampala, participant
observation at the country office and a one-week field trip with Oxfam staff and national CSO staff
of the F4D component to meet sub-national organisations and community groups (this trip was
not organised specifically for me; it was a regular project activity).
This first field phase was vital for me to understand how the project was structured and made me
aware of many of Oxfam Novib’s procedures that were used to manage the SP. It was an intense
learning curve that allowed me to adapt my interview guide and to be a lot more efficient during
my second field trip which took place in Vietnam in May 2019. I realised that even though I had
‘only’ selected two projects, the number of project stakeholders was far more than I had expected.
While it was feasible to meet the majority of country office and national CSO staff, I needed to make
a choice concerning the sub-national level, as there were many organisations that were
geographically dispersed and hard to reach. Due to the opportunity I had to take part in the field
trip with the F4D team in Uganda, I decided to focus my research at the sub-national level on the
F4D component. I proceeded accordingly in Vietnam and could, apart from the interviews in Hanoi,
also arrange a short trip on the sub-national level, talking to F4D actors. Although in Vietnam I also
talked to a few actors at the sub-national level of the R2F component during another trip to the
South of Vietnam, I rather consider this data additional information. Chapter 8 of this thesis, which
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is devoted to sub-national level actors, is thus entirely based on data gathered on the F4D subnational component.
Figure 1: Case study SP Programme

Source: Author’s own depiction

After the first two field trips, I had the interviews transcribed and started clustering information
around important themes. In order to provide Oxfam Novib and my research participants with my
findings and preliminary lessons learned, I produced a four-pager summarising information on
flexibility, partnership and autonomy aspects of the D&D framework. The comments I received and
the discussions I had on this research brief helped to clarify certain data inconsistencies and also
identify further research caveats. The subsequent follow-up trip to Uganda happened in
September 2019 and was used to talk to project staff in Kampala again and take part in another
one week field trip to the sub-national level involving all major F4D stakeholders.
While everything had taken place as expected until that point, the follow-up field trip to Vietnam
provided more challenges. Due to the limited amount of data I had from the sub-national level F4D
component, I intended to spend more time in the countryside. In comparison to Uganda, where
everyone (except for community group members) was fluent in English, I faced a language barrier
in Vietnam. Sub-national actors did not speak English at all, which made me rely on Oxfam staff for
translation during my first field trip. In order to be more independent, I decided to work with a
research assistant, whom I identified amongst the master students of the study programme in
which I was teaching. The research assistant originated from Vietnam and had family ties in the
targeted region, which made him a suitable candidate to translate this specific dialect. He decided
to collect data for his master’s thesis simultaneously so that the data collection would not only
benefit my research, but his as well.
Our research stay was facilitated by one of the national CSOs which worked with the sub-national
organisation we targeted. The organisation showed a lot of interest in the research and requested
permission for research, which was granted. While this approval had been granted before we went
to the field, we underestimated the Vietnamese authorities. When we arrived we found out that
without approval by the authorities no one was willing to talk to us, as the sub-national
organisation is a chapter of the Women’s Union. Being one of the party-based mass organisations,
they must request formal approval at the higher levels of the organisation, as well as by the local
government. The restrictions faced by organisations operating in Vietnam, which are described in
chapter 4.2., suddenly became very real for us. Despite many phone calls, the official approval was
delayed. Even though we talked informally to a number of people, and it was useful to learn about
life in this particular province, it was frustrating that the official interviews could not take place.
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Delays also might have occurred because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to Vietnam’s proximity
to China, COVID-19 was already a reality during my trip (even though at that time no one took it
seriously in Europe). Flights from China had been suspended, and hand disinfectant and face
masks were already common. In the countryside, people were especially scared of strangers, who
could be potential carriers of the virus, and many restaurants closed. I left Vietnam on 28 February
2020 without the interviews, and only a couple of weeks later, on 22 March 2020, foreign nationals
were no longer allowed to enter the country anymore. I wanted to redo this field period later during
the year, but due to the COVID-19 situation, this was not possible. Luckily, my research assistant
stayed in the field, and the approval finally came. After an official meeting, he was supposed to
submit a list to the Women’s Union with all of the officials and community groups he wanted to
interview. As the semester began online, he decided to stay in Vietnam and conducted the
interviews until July 2020.
We stayed in close contact, and due to the fact that he sent me his field notes after each interview,
we could still collaborate on the next steps and reflect on the data together through video calls. As
he stayed with his relatives in the province, he gained access to a lot of informal information.
Nevertheless, meeting with research participants was only possible in an authorised setting. In
contrast to the situation in Uganda, the environment for conducting research in Vietnam does not
allow for spontaneous field observations and informal conversations, despite the fact that my
research assistant was Vietnamese and was related to a local family. Research conducted by
Hakkarainen on the Women’s Union and their partners corroborates this finding. Even though she
lived in Vietnam and was officially employed by a CSO collaborating in the same project with the
Women’s Union, spontaneous visits were not possible:
‘According to the rules of play, I was always required to inform the local partners – that is,
the WU at the district and commune levels – about my visits, after which the WU would
contact the local authorities so as to get the needed approvals for my visit. Thus, there was
no room for ad hoc visits to the project communes.’ (Hakkarainen, 2015, p. 28)
I was thus lucky in the sense that, despite the pandemic, I could still get access to data, even though
it was far from ideal that I could not be present during the interviews.
Collected Data
I considered all staff members who officially worked on the SP funded through Oxfam Novib in
Vietnam and Uganda as eligible research participants (plus staff at the Oxfam Novib office in The
Hague). This involved programme and project managers at the country offices, as well as M&E
specialists and finance officers. At the national and sub-national organisations, I talked to the
responsible project managers and/or the head of organisation. Oftentimes, more than one staff
member joined the interview sessions (especially in Uganda). I covered all relevant actors at the
country offices and almost all participating national CSOs (I talked with most of them multiple
times). At the sub-national level, I focused on the F4D and covered all organisations (except for the
People’s Councils, elected government bodies in Vietnam that are always officially involved). The
community groups were less important for my research, as they are not involved in project
management, but several of them were still covered as they are the beneficiaries of the
intervention and can therefore provide information on how the project management structures
influence collaboration.
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Table 1: Overview of interview data (repeated interviews are not counted)

Country
Netherlands

Uganda

Vietnam

Type of organisation
interviewed
Ministry of Foreign Affairs
3 CSOs (lead partner)

Number of
people
1
5

Of which are
female
0
2

Netherlands embassy in
Kampala
Steering committee of
another CSO project
Oxfam country office
7 national CSOs
3 sub-national organisations
Government officials
2 community groups

1

0

2

1

4
13
5
2
Group
discussions
8
5
3
1
1
Group
discussions

1
7
0
0

Oxfam country office
5 national CSOs
3 sub-national organisations
1 research institute
1 private sector actor
6 community groups

Overall number:

51

5
3
2
0
1

Time
Between June
and November
2018
December 2018/
September 2019

May 2019/
February 2020
(prolonged
research on
community
groups by
research
assistant
between
February 2020
and July 2020)
22

Source: Author’s own depiction

3.5.

Methods
3.5.1.

Interviewing

The main method employed for this study is interviewing. Qualitative interviews are one ‘key venue’
for inquiring into people’s lifeworlds and meaning making (Kvale, 2007, p. 9). I relied on semistructured interviews in order to learn about project management practices and actors’
experiences with the SP. Due to the limited time I could spend with each organisation, this method
was the most suitable to systematically collect actors’ and organisations’ project practices. The type
of interviews I conducted can best be described as semi-structured expert interviews. In line with
Bogner and Menz, I take an expert to be a person who possesses not only specific technical
knowledge, but more importantly, process and interpretive knowledge; that is practical knowledge:
‘expert knowledge consists not only of systematised, reflexively accessible knowledge
relating to a specialised subject or field, but also has to a considerable extent the character
of practical or action knowledge, which incorporates a range of quite disparate maxims for
action, individual rules of decision, collective orientations, and patterns of social
interpretation’ (Bogner & Menz, 2009, pp. 54–55).
In comparison to common definitions of experts as knowledgeable in their field (Gläser & Laudel,
2010), it is by acting in practice and applying ‘expert knowledge’ that the expert is constituted and
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acknowledged as such, as she influences the practices and perceptions of others in the same field
and beyond (Bogner & Menz, 2009, p. 54). Experts’ interpretations and actions thus have the
potential to affect and structure other practices (Bogner & Menz, 2009, p. 54). This interviewing
approach is in line with practice theory in that it deals with the reconstruction of subjective
meanings that are simultaneously related to collective interpretations. As my interviewees were all
employed or officially involved in the project (apart from the additional interviews), they fall in line
with Bogner et al.’s definition of experts. The main purpose of the interviews was thus to collect
interviewees’ practical knowledge and, to a lesser extent, technical knowledge or facts33.
The interview guide (see appendix A) was structured along the lines of the project cycle, asking first
and foremost about project management practices. The first block inquired into the project design
and inception phase, including partner selection, development of project goals, indicators,
activities and budget plan. Subsequently, implementation was covered, reflecting on the
organisation of project activities in collaboration with other stakeholders and accountability
relationships. After that, reporting, measuring results and monitoring were discussed, as well as
the D&D framework.
The interviews in Vietnam and Uganda were also used to reflect on the templates I had accessed
beforehand, as well as additional documents (see 3.5.3.). A reflection on how to fill these templates
and how activity MEL plans and budgets related to practice proved to be a very useful exercise.
While questions were first asked in a very open manner (‘How did the project start?’) I then probed
and asked for specific elements of the design phase. This allowed me to remain open to elements
I had not considered previously and to learn about informants’ priorities. I subsequently also used
statements from other interviews to confront actors and to cross-check information, as many
practices involved different levels of actors. Generally, I stuck to the interview guide, but not all
questions applied to all interviewees in an equal manner, and the order was at times reversed (e.g.,
heads of organisations rather talked about strategic planning and less about the particularities of
templates). In the event that interviewees raised issues first, I usually went with the flow and simply
asked the questions in a different order. I also asked some very open questions that provided
interviewees with the space to add things which they found had not been covered.
After the initial rounds of introductions, I tried to make the interviewees understand that I was not
so much interested in project contents, but rather processes. As many of the interviewees were
passionate about their project activities, it was sometimes difficult to stop their enthusiastic
presentation of what their organisation was doing. However, once they understood that I was
interested in learning about project management practices, which were often a nuisance for them,
I was able to steer the conversation in the right direction. By mastering the project terminology
and asking very specific questions concerning templates, I could establish the status of ‘co-expert’
(Bogner & Menz, 2009, p. 68) or at least of an informed outsider, which established trust and
helped to deepen the focus on specific project management issues relatively quickly (see also
chapter 3.7. on positionality). I also discovered that my fears regarding interviewees’ reluctance to
share any criticism concerning the projects were unfounded. All of them had complaints or
suggestions for improvement, and when asked how things are done in other projects, they always
provided examples of other donors that did things differently, some better, some worse. This
provided me with the information to place my findings into perspective. Almost all interviews were
recorded and took place at the participants’ offices (or in the country office) and lasted between 30

The type of interview falls in line with Bogner and Menz’s ‘theory-generating interview’ in that it examines ‘subjective
action orientations and implicit decision making maxims of experts from a particular specialist field’ (Bogner and Menz
2009, p. 48). I decided to refrain from using this term in the thesis, as it could be easily interpreted as if my research
approach was using a grounded theory methodology, which it is not.
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minutes and two hours. All interviews were conducted in English, except for the ones conducted
by my research assistant at the sub-national level.
When I returned to each country for the second time, interviews focused on updates and changes
in the project, as well as information I had identified as lacking or inconsistent. Formal interviews
were complemented by a large number of informal conversations (not listed in the table) during
lunch, dinner or during field trips. These informal conversations were very important sources for
learning about the ways CSOs operate in their specific context and how each project is doing
compared to others. The knowledge construction process (Kvale, 2007, p. 22) was started in the
formal interviews and continued through field trips, follow up visits and communication about the
written chapters. Starting with a systematic inquiry into practices proved advantageous as it
provided me with the chance to engage with that collected data throughout the research process,
cross-checking and validating statements, keeping track of changes and diving deeper into the
meaning and context of practices.
3.5.2.

Participant observation

Participant observation was mainly used during the field trips to the sub-national level, as well as
during my visits to the country offices. According to DeWalt and DeWalt, participant observation is
a ‘method in which a researcher takes part in the daily activities, rituals, interactions, and events of
a group of people, as one of the means of learning the explicit and tacit aspects of their life routines
and culture’ (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002, p. 1). Participant observation was an important method for
me to contextualise interview statements by observing project management practices and
especially the negotiation of stakeholder relationships. The method is especially useful to develop
insights into the tacit aspects of routines, which happens through a process of enculturation
(DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002, p. 4). Despite the short-term nature of my stays, I still realised how much
more comfortable I became with the project processes, the specific terms being used and also, at
least in the case of Uganda, with the research participants. Travelling with project stakeholders was
thereby an important aspect in building rapport and gaining research participants’ trust. Long car
rides provided excellent opportunities for informal conversations, just as meals and workshop
breaks. Apart from the planning workshops and meetings, I also participated in trainings and
monitoring visits at the sub-national level. As these activities at the sub-national level were an
important recurring component in the project, and one of the few occasions where all project
stakeholders gathered, this provided me with valuable insights into everyday project practices.
An important part of participant observation is the systematic recording of data (DeWalt & DeWalt,
2002, p. 4). While travelling, I was more reluctant to take notes, as I did not want to convey the
impression that I was overhearing conversations. I sometimes used my phone instead to record
details that seemed important to me. During meetings and workshops, taking notes was a lot
easier, as everyone had pen and pencil (or laptop) in front of them.
I was perceived as part of the professional sphere and thus one of the regular meeting participants,
which made my role as a participant observer comparatively easy. Participating and observing
roles were more balanced in Uganda, while in Vietnam I was more of a participant (DeWalt &
DeWalt, 2002, p. 18). The meetings at the sub-national level were less spontaneous, but rather
organised explicitly for my sake. This gave me the opportunity to ask many questions, but it also
meant that the situation was more artificial. Also the language barrier prevented me from following
random conversations, which limited my insights and finally made me consider working with a
research assistant. However, as described in chapter 3.4., participant observation was only
possible to a very limited extent for my research assistant as well. The research context simply did
not allow for that.
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Conversely, in Uganda the staff had different mother tongues and everyone used English amongst
themselves as a vernacular language, which made it very easy for me to follow conversations. Only
at the level of the community groups, few members spoke English. As this also prevented Oxfam
and CSO staff from communicating, the sub-national staff was in charge of translating.
3.5.3.

Document analysis

Apart from the intense (desk) case study research I conducted for chapter 5, project documents
were an important data source for my research. As project management requires a lot of formal
documents that structure project implementation, I tried to get access to as many project
documents as I could (on top of the D&D policy). In line with practice theory, I integrated them as
active producers of practice (Reckwitz, 2016, p. 256) or ‘communicative devices’ (Flick, 2011, p. 262)
into my research strategy. This means that I tried to trace back how these documents were
compiled, who had been involved in drafting them and how they relate to project practice and
change over time.
While I did not receive the same number of documents for each project component and
organisation, I was still provided with enough information to gain insight into project operations.
In the end, I gained access to project proposals, budget plans, activity plans, mid-term-evaluations,
reporting templates, M&E plans, guidelines, annual reports, risk assessments and outcome
harvesting forms. Unfortunately, due to reasons of confidentiality I cannot disclose which
organisation gave me access to which documents. I studied the documents in depth before my
field trip (at least those that I received before) in order to prepare the interviews. I compared both
documents from Vietnam and Uganda, as well as the two thematic components, and realised that
despite alleged standardisation, there was more room to roam than I had expected. I used the
specifics from the templates in my interviews to ask how they were filled and to understand the
process of how information was compiled. Interviewees often talked about the fact that paperwork
consumed a lot of their time and how difficult it was to fill the templates the ‘right’ way. Relations
with documents were thus an essential part of project management practices. Sometimes I even
received draft versions of documents with different actors’ comments, making even more explicit
that these were very much living documents, documents of practice (Höhn, 2013, p. 112; Reckwitz,
2016, p. 256). Project reports also provided an important source for probing certain project
activities. Unsurprisingly, guidelines often painted a very idealised picture, which was not
necessarily adhered to in practice. Using documents as an additional tool during my interviews
providing me with ‘hard’ evidence as to what was supposed to be happening; this proved to be
very helpful in tracing how project management practices and meanings were negotiated in
relation to these documents. It also showed me how important many of these documents were as
representations of project realities to specific audiences (i.e., mostly the donor). In addition,
research output by the Assumptions Research Programme, as well as evaluations of the SP
published by the Ministry, were important data sources to put my findings into perspective (see
appendix E).
3.6.

Data analysis

The organisation and review of my data happened in an iterative manner. Even while I was still in
the field, I used my field notes and recordings to prepare for the subsequent days of my stay and/or
adapted the interview guide. Once I was back home, I commissioned the transcription of the
interviews and started identifying key themes on the basis of my field notes and transcripts in
order to decide which topics to focus on more in depth during the next field phase and during
writing. I also started to compile a document defining how most important project management
practices were organised in order to identify missing information from the different projects. While
chapter 5 and 6 were written before all of the data was collected, chapters 7 - 9 were written after
data collection and analysis was finalised. Chapter 5 only relies on reviewed literature (see chapter
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5.3. for the methodology applied) and was written before data collection started. Chapter 6 relies
on pilot interviews with Dutch CSOs which were transcribed, coded and analysed immediately. I
used practices as codes and subsequently matched practices with the different innovations that I
analyse in this chapter.
Once all interviews were transcribed. I started the process of qualitative content analysis according
to Gläser and Laudel, following the steps extraction, edit and analysis (Gläser & Laudel, 2010). The
extraction process consists of coding, for which I used the software MaxQDA. I followed a theorydriven approach to coding in that I used only practices as codes. These codes were derived both
deductively from my theoretical framework and inductively from the data. In line with the idea of
a ‘flat ontology’, I did not work with different levels of codes (sub-codes). Instead of assuming that
practices operate on distinct ontological levels, a flat ontology implies that the realm of the social
is only on a single (or no) level (Schatzki, 2016, p. 35). After coding five interviews, I reached a point
of saturation and decided to stick with the identified codes. I went through the first interviews and
all of the interviews again, applying the finalised coding scheme. Afterwards I started the edit
phase, which implied reviewing codes for redundancies and similarities. I started merging codes in
case they had few statements and/or similar contents and deleted information I knew to be out of
date or incomprehensible. Subsequently, I identified a list of 16 major codes (ignoring those codes
that had very few or incomprehensible statements) to reduce the large amount of data even
further (see list of major codes in the appendix B). For each code (practice) I read through all
statements and wrote a code summary. The code summaries contain not only different actors’
actions, but also key statements and information from informal conversations, documents and
field notes. An example code summary can be found in appendix B. Due to the fact that my
informants did not uniformly decide that I can use their statements and I committed to sending
them the published material for review, I do not publish all code summaries in the appendix.
Based on the reduced data in the code summaries, I started the analysis process. First, I compared
actions in each code category in order to find mechanisms (see last column of the code summary
in the appendix B). Next, I analysed relationships between codes and mechanisms, paying
attention to practice elements such as meanings, materials, competencies and knowledge. On the
basis of this analysis and literature research, I identified themes for the chapters. Chapter 8
required additional analysis, as after having identified autonomy as an important theme, I decided
to use Verhoest et al.’s theoretical dimensions for measuring organisational autonomy (Verhoest
et al., 2004). To this end, I used the code summaries to fit relevant data into the dimensions
proposed by Verhoest et al.
3.7.

Positionality and ethical considerations

One of the most defining features of my positionality was the fact that I was an independent
researcher and introduced to my research participants by their donor. As I was not part of an
official research project, it would have probably become difficult, if not impossible, to gain access
to these organisations and individuals without this introduction. However, this also came with a
number of expectations. First of all, Oxfam Novib kindly agreed to facilitate my research, but they
were also careful about its course since the beginning. We drafted a research and non-disclosure
agreement, which explicitly stated that Oxfam Novib was not the subject of my research and that I
would not evaluate their project work. Field phases would need approval in writing, and
publications would need to be checked beforehand (I anyways committed to sharing all my
publications with the participating organisations). While I was glad that they were very responsive
and showed a lot of interest, I was also worried that my research could easily be interpreted as an
evaluation of their work, even though it was not meant to be. My fear was not completely
unfounded. While chapter 6 was easily approved, discussions became more intense regarding
chapter 7. On the one hand, I was glad to receive detailed feedback and comments, because they
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improved the research and guaranteed that I did not publish misleading or wrong information, but
on the other hand, I became worried that publication would be denied. After several feedback
rounds, I understood that they had expected me to compare Oxfam Novib to another donor, which
I had initially planned, and they were now uncomfortable that they were the major focus of the
research. One of my paragraphs had also been severely misunderstood. I realised that staff
members feel under pressure not to shed negative light on the organisation (to the public as well
as their donors) and that seeking approval from superiors was an important issue. I also learned
that I had not managed expectations well, and researchers’ and practitioners’ perspectives differed
more than I had expected. Every organisation was reading the chapter as if they were the primary
focus of it, while to me these empirical details served to make academic arguments. Luckily, I
understood that what I had initially read as harsh comments could, in most instances, easily be
resolved by changing the wording or adding another sentence which would depict the situation in
a more nuanced way. Finally, approval was granted and I did not have to compromise my integrity
as a researcher by changing my line of argument.
While the country office and partners from Uganda were fine with almost anything I produced, I
received a lot of feedback from Oxfam in Vietnam and, to a lesser extent, from their partners. I
believe that the anonymisation of partner organisations and the less prominent role of their
organisations in my research helped to allay their fears. Oxfam as a global brand had been severely
damaged by a scandal around sexual misconduct of staff members in Haiti that was published in
several newspapers in early 2018 (see BBC, 2018). This likely sensitised the organisation even more
to the prospect of bad press.
Even though it was time-consuming and admittedly sometimes tiring to respond to comments,
take part in discussions and come up with summaries for sub-national partners, I am very grateful
that my research participants were interested and took their time to engage with my research. In
that way, the writing process itself became part of the data construction process, as it again shed
light on the different positions of organisations. It also taught me the practice and politics of
writing-as-representation. Most importantly from an ethical point of view, I was glad that
participants agreed to my representation of their work beforehand, instead of causing distress
afterwards ‘When they read what we write’ (Brettell, 1996; see also Hilhorst, 2003; Mosse, 2006).
While I do not believe that the introduction via a Ministry representative caused Oxfam Novib to
agree to facilitate my research, the fact that they introduced me to the partners did matter. They
contacted the country offices in Uganda and Vietnam asking whether they would want to host me,
which was luckily approved, but which also made it difficult for me to represent myself as an
independent researcher and not one sent by the donor. The same was true for partner CSOs to
whom I was introduced, in turn, by the country offices. On a positive note, both country offices
were used to hosting European visitors/researchers and therefore perceived my presence as a
professional necessity; just one appointment amongst many. However, being introduced by the
donor and coming from Europe often goes hand in hand with the perception that someone comes
‘to check on them’. I tried to counteract that impression by stressing my independence and
university affiliation in my email and personal introductions. I believe that my gender and youthful
appearance were especially helpful in not being perceived as a potential threat, but rather as a
student once I met with research participants (even though this sometimes made me feel as if I
had to make an extra effort in order to be taken seriously). Once interlocutors realised that the
conversation was more about project management practices than about project implementation
success, they visibly relaxed and started to swap from an ‘impressing mode’ into an ‘explanatory
mode’. By showing everyone that I was well prepared by having read project documents
beforehand and mastering their terminology, I believe that most interviewees saw that I had a
genuine interest in improving processes and were willing to contribute. The more I knew about the
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project and the better I got to know research participants, the more I was able to establish my
status as a ‘co-expert’ (Bogner & Menz, 2009, p. 68).
In terms of ethical considerations, I made sure to present myself and the research aims properly
to each interviewee. In meetings, I was either presented by Oxfam or presented myself and made
clear the purposes which the information would be used for. I also prepared consent forms for all
formal interviews, on which interviewees could select whether or not they wanted to be quoted
and if yes, whether they wished to be anonymised. As a large number of interviewees wished to
remain anonymous, I decided not to name anyone in the thesis and only mention affiliations. Some
interviewees also did not want their direct quotes to be used in publications at all, even if they were
anonymised. For this reason, interview data cannot be shared in a data repository system.
Interviewees did not consent to data being shared with third parties. While my research topic was
not particularly sensitive, there was still the possibility that criticism towards the donor could be
leaked. I observed that the option of anonymisation was predominantly used by project managers,
who were in a less powerful position than, for example, heads of projects. I made sure that I did
not disclose any individual to another when approaching stakeholders with others’ statements. I
also offered to send interview transcripts to the participants, in case they wanted to review their
statements. Almost all interviewees were fine with being recorded. However, recording at the subnational level in Vietnam was not possible.
Due to the fact that most interviewees saw it as part of their professional activities to participate
in a formal interview, they did not expect any remuneration or token of appreciation. I had
nevertheless prepared small presents for all interviewees (such as chocolates from Germany, USB
sticks sponsored by my university, body care products etc.) in order to show my appreciation for
their time. I tried to arrange interviews at the convenience of my interviewees and mostly met them
at their offices, so they did not need to spend time in traffic. Apart from that, I also showed
reciprocity by preparing a research brief after my first field period and by sending them the final
chapters as described above to have them comment on the results. I reported findings to Oxfam
Novib and offered to disseminate my research results, as well as information on adaptive
management further. They invited me to present at an internal brown bag lunch session and at a
knowledge sharing event of Partos 34 to prepare the successor project phase, which I gladly
accepted. Despite these attempts at showing reciprocity, I am aware that my interviewees, and
particularly my contact persons at Oxfam Novib and the country offices, spent a considerable
amount of time either contacting people for me or commenting on my research, for which I am
very grateful.
3.8.

Data quality and limitations

The detailed description of the data collection and analysis process above, as well as the reflection
regarding the circumstances data were collected, make transparent how the study results came
about. In order to make the data collection process more reliable, the case study was designed in
a way that allowed for comparability. The same questions were posed to interviewees by the same
researcher (with limited variations), the same actors in each stakeholder category were interviewed
and the same coding scheme was applied. In Vietnam, not all interviewees were very apt Englishspeakers, which might have impacted data quality at times. However, by providing the interviewees
with the research output, incorrect statements and interpretations were avoided. In addition, a
small part of the data was collected with the help of a research assistant, which might have had an
impact on reliability. I tried to mitigate this by staying in close contact and discussing each interview
with him in depth.

34

Partos is the Dutch membership body for organisations working in international development.
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Validity was ensured, above all, by triangulation. Instead of relying solely on participants’
reflections, I also used documents and participant observation to validate their statements.
However, the limited time I spent in the field and the restrictions on participant observation in
Vietnam were certainly limitations to achieving validity. My short stays were only snapshots in the
larger project duration, and making more observations would have suited the practice theory
framework better. This limitation comes with the multi-sited nature of the research approach,
which sacrifices depth for breadth. I tried to countervail this by cross-checking different actors’
statements and having participants comment on the chapter drafts. While the data from
participant observation collected in Uganda was much richer than in Vietnam, the Vietnamese
research participants contributed a lot more in terms of commenting on drafts. Both cases were
thus not equal, but benefitted from a limited amount of triangulation.
Another limitation concerns the case study design: due to the fact that I did not compare multiple
partnerships with multiple lead partners, I cannot make any statement as to what ‘type’ of project
the ones under study represent in the entire spectrum of the SP programme. What can be stated
with certainty is that Uganda as a country choice is a more ‘typical’ SP case than Vietnam. Uganda
is the donor darling in the SP programme, being the country that is represented most (22 country
projects out of 366). While Africa and Latin America are generally more represented than Asia and
Southeast Asia35, Vietnam fares with 5 country partnerships out of 366, placing it on the very low
end of representation. This is probably due to the restricted possibilities for lobbying and advocacy
activities in communist countries (even though it is likely that with shrinking civil space these
countries will be targeted more by donors in the future). Apart from Vietnam, there are only two
countries with lower representation: China and Lao PDR are represented with one partnership
each. While it is not the aim of this thesis to produce generalised findings for the SP, I did follow
the Assumptions Research Programme and the Ministry’s evaluations, in order to put my findings
into perspective. Many of the mechanisms I identified were corroborated in their research,
showing that there are a number of similarities across different project countries, topics and
organisations. I present the identified similarities and differences found in detail in the appendix
E.
I also cannot make any statements as to how adaptive or non-adaptive Oxfam Novib is in
comparison to other CSO leads. In addition, I did not compare an adaptive project with a nonadaptive project, but only relied on research participants’ comparative experiences with the
predecessor programme and other donor-funded projects. To further mitigate this shortcoming, I
conducted extensive literature research in chapter 5 to broaden my understanding of the
implementation of adaptive management in different donor-funded projects.
Lastly, my thesis does not deal with the positionalities, such as gender, class, ethnicity, position in
the project, of research participants. As pointed out in 2.2.2., including these dimensions would
have required a different research approach, dealing more in depth with individual actors’
practices. Tracing how these dispositions influence and are influenced by project management
implementation, remains an interesting research caveat.

With the exception of Indonesia, which ranks second with 18 country partnerships. This is most likely for historical
reasons.
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4. Civil society (organisations) and development
This chapter provides the reader with important definitions, concepts and context for
understanding the empirical chapters. The first section specifies how I define civil society
organisations in this thesis and presents the increasing significance of CSOs in foreign aid delivery,
at the latest since the 1990s. I also critically engage with the concept of civil society, considering to
what extent CSOs meet expectations of being cast as political or civil society actors. Next I address
the three country contexts that are relevant for the thesis: First I turn to the Netherlands, describing
the current funding landscape for CSOs and how the D&D represents recent policy shifts in the aid
policy of the Dutch government. Thereafter, the special situation of CSOs in the communist country
of Vietnam is portrayed. I review legal frameworks and practices in order to give insights into the
conditions that development organisations face in Vietnam. In a similar vein, the situation in
Uganda is depicted, emphasising the increasingly restricted space for politically operating CSOs in
the country.
Definitions
In line with the ‘D&D Theory of Change’ I refer to the organisations participating in this study as
civil society organisations (CSOs), instead of using the term non-governmental organisations
(NGO). The organisations participating in this study rely on different self-identifiers. While many
use the term CSO, some also refer to themselves as non-profit organisation or NGO. Oxfam Novib
simply calls itself a ‘development organisation’ (Oxfam Novib, no date). When receiving feedback
on my articles none of the participating organisations objected to being called a CSO.
I use the term CSO in this thesis in line with the definition of CSOs agreed on by the OECD
(Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development) Advisory Group on Civil Society and
Aid Effectiveness:
‘CSOs can be defined to include all non-market and non-state organisations outside of the
family in which people organise themselves to pursue shared interests in the public
domain. They cover a wide range of organisations that include membership-based CSOs,
cause-based CSOs and service-oriented CSOs. Examples include community-based
organisations and village associations, environmental groups, women’s rights groups,
farmers’ associations, faith-based organisations, labour unions, co-operatives, professional
associations, chambers of commerce, independent research institutes and the not-for
profit media.’ (OECD, 2011, p. 10)
This very broad definition encompasses the variety of organisations participating in this study,
reaching from large international development organisations to small sub-national organisations
and farmers’ associations. The OECD supports the term CSO instead of NGO, as in their view, NGOs
only form a subtype of organisations within civil society (OECD, 2011, p. 10). However, when looking
closely at the characteristics of CSOs and NGOs, the distinction is less clear cut. Both types of
organisations claim to be separate from the state and the market (non-governmental and nonprofit) and to be organised around a mission or cause. CSOs and NGOs are thus rather negatively
defined by what they are not (Bernal & Grewal, 2014, p. 7). In the statistics published by the OECDDAC Creditor Reporting System, the note is given that ‘while the DAC Creditor Reporting System
uses the term non-governmental organisation (NGO), it can be used synonymously with the term
civil society organisation (CSO)’ (OECD, 2019a), pointing towards the fluidity of these labels. While
scientifically any of these terms could be deemed an ‘empty signifier’ (Gellner, 2010, p. 5), I agree
with Lewis that labels, such as NGOs, can be ‘productively unstable categories’ that allow
researchers to inquire into the different meanings and interests attached to the term (Lewis &
Schuller, 2017, p. 634). As has been shown, for instance, by Mosse and Nagappan (2021, p.162),
actor labels are not only open to manipulation, but they are consequential through
representations in legitimising certain claims or providing access to resources.
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Civil society (organisations) and development
The increased positioning of organisations as CSOs instead of NGOs happened after the end of the
Cold War, when donors started pursuing an agenda of democratisation and good governance in
aid recipient countries (Fowler & Malunga, 2010, p. 1). The renaissance of the concept of civil
society, which is mostly defined as an ‘intermediary sphere between family, state and market’,
relied on the ideas of de Tocqueville, portraying civil society as ‘enlightening and emancipatory’ and
cutting across kinship ties (Kamruzzaman, 2020, pp. 5–7). The concept of civil society in its Western
sense was thus imported to the recipient countries, independent of whether it could adequately
reflect realities of associational life in these contexts (Kamruzzaman, 2020, p. 8). The good
governance agenda assumed that the interplay between governments, the economy and civil
society would result in a ‘virtuous circle’ in which all three sets of institutions reinforce each other
(Lewis et al. 2021, p. 128). The support of civil society as part of the good governance agenda was
thus strongly connected to the formation of capitalist market relations (Lewis et al. 2021, p. 129).
However, the massive funding influx to CSOs was not only due to the good governance agenda,
but also due to neoliberal restructuring of the development sector, fostering ‘contracting out’
(Lewis & Schuller, 2017, p. 636). Funding for CSOs boomed in the 1990s, and organisations could
strengthen their position as alternative development actors by underlining their political function
as advocacy organisations fighting for social justice relying on a rights-based approach. The
dominant interpretation of development in CSOs became the ‘attainment of rights and fulfilling
responsibilities which required capable citizens’ (Fowler & Malunga, 2010, p. 2).
The strong emphasis on organisations’ political functions led to a conflation of CSOs with civil
society itself in the development sector (Lewis, 2017, p. 26). This rests on the widespread liberal
assumption that a strong civil society is needed in order to balance different interest groups’
concerns vis à vis the state thereby ensuring the participation of vulnerable groups (Lewis et al.
2021, p. 132). According to this line of thinking, CSOs are important as civil society actors in
assuming a watchdog role, in pluralising the policy discourse, and representing marginalised
groups and in pressing for policy change (Mercer, 2002, p. 9). This liberal, largely normative strand
of literature assumes that a vibrant, organised civil society is a crucial prerequisite for democratic
transition and consolidation and that organised civil society is inherently ‘good’ (Mercer, 2002, p. 9).
This view rests on Western conceptualisations and experiences and implicitly assumes that civil
society in developing countries is ‘not yet’ developed (Mercer, 2002, p. 11).
However, as has been extensively discussed in the literature, these assumptions towards CSOs do
not necessarily hold: ‘uncivil’ organisations and groups are also part of civil society (Lewis et al.
2021, p. 128) and several authors bemoan that CSOs are often staffed with elites and lack
connection to the grassroots they claim to represent (Jalali, 2013; Markowitz & Tice, 2002; Suárez
& Gugerty, 2016, p. 2633). In addition, the pressure to professionalise has allegedly led many
organisations to neglect accountability towards constituents (Bawa, 2013, p. 531; Nabacwa, 2005,
p. 36; Nazneen & Sultan, 2009, p. 194). Many organisations rather turn to social welfare or service
delivery functions instead of political functions, which is said to contribute to the neoliberal retreat
of states (Banks et al., 2015, p. 710; Sampson, 2017, p. 7). In addition, CSOs are neither always
pursuing democratic goals, nor are they necessarily democratically organised internally
(Hakkarainen, 2015, p. 22). Following these findings, civil society can be better conceptualised in a
Gramscian understanding as a ‘sphere of competing interests’ with CSOs representing struggles
that are inherent within wider society (Mercer, 2002, p. 11; see also Lewis et al. 2021, p. 128). This
thesis relies on such a Gramscian view of civil society and state as mutually constitutive and
proposes to analyse CSOs in relation to other state or non-state actors active in society (Gramsci,
1971; see also Mitlin et al., 2007, p. 1702). CSOs can thus act as critical actors challenging state or
corporate power structures, but they can also stabilise these very structures (Kamruzzaman, 2020,
p. 5).
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In opposition to the liberal view, this thesis shows that in many instances boundaries are much
more fluid between states and CSOs (Bernal & Grewal, 2014, p. 8; Sampson, 2017, p. 13).
Entanglements with states are manifold: States act as donors to CSOs, they might repress
organisations and they might be the target of advocacy or a partner in advocacy or service-delivery.
The example of Vietnam (see 4.2.) in this thesis shows that state-based organisations can also
assume civil society functions. In Vietnam, the concept of civil society is perceived as foreign and
can rather be described as an import product of Western donors (Salemink, 2006, p. 105). CSO
activities and organisational forms are thus always dependent on the context in which they occur
and need to be analysed accordingly. Sampson (Sampson, 2017, p. 15) points out a number of
other cases illustrating that civil society activities are not bound to organisations, but are assumed
by an increasingly diverse crowd of actors, such as loosely connected social movements, tourist
volunteers or religious communities.
Due to the variety of organisational forms and activities CSOs perform, I agree with Hilhorst that it
is more productive to analyse how CSOs/NGOs operate than to try defining what they are: ‘NGOs
are not things, but processes, and instead of asking what an NGO is, the more appropriate question
then becomes how ‘NGO-ing’ is done.’ (Hilhorst, 2003, p. 5). NGO-ing means, to a great extent,
navigating labels and representations in order to fulfil their mission and receive funding (Hilhorst,
2003, p. 215). While in many project contexts political neutrality can be crucial for CSOs (being
political, but not partisan), in others, organisations are dismissed for not being radical or activist
enough (Sampson, 2017, p. 16). CSOs have to navigate relationships with various actors switching
between the roles of professionals, policy experts, activists and educators (Sampson, 2017, p. 15).
After all, they need to be credible moral actors; their legitimacy crucially depends on their ability to
convince others that they are ‘doing good’ (Sampson, 2017, p. 9).
As the policy framework this study engages with is supporting lobby and advocacy activities and is
based on a social transformative approach, it clearly follows the vision of liberal democratisation.
By analysing practices of CSOs in realising this vision (the thesis rests on the normative assumption
that this is the aim of organisations), this thesis grapples with the opposing logics that are at stake
in practice. I will show how the social transformative vision is often competing with managerial
logics at the various project interfaces, demonstrating that individuals and organisations are
constantly switching between modes such as being ‘agents of neoliberalism, grassroots
alternatives to the state, parts of local civil society, or too tied to transnational organisations’
(Bernal & Grewal, 2014, p. 3). Dealing with CSO-ing, means in this thesis examining what project
management practices can tell us about how CSOs navigate between the various demands of
donors, other CSOs and the communities they serve.
Losing significance?
Up to now, CSOs are important players in the aid industry. According to the OECD, the DAC
members channelled an average of 15 % of their total bilateral aid to or through CSOs in 2017,
which amounts to almost 20 billion US-dollars (OECD, 2019a, p. 8). While the aggregate view
suggests that funding to CSOs has been relatively consistent over the past years, there are large
fluctuations in terms of sectors and regions: while Africa received a massive funding influx, South
Asia and the Americas had to cope with funding cuts (Appe & Pallas, 2018, p. 248). Also problematic
from the viewpoint of CSOs in aid recipient countries is the fact that a large share of funding is
through CSOs (meaning that they are funded to implement donor programmes), instead of to CSOs
as independent actors. Funding through CSOs was six times the amount of aid to CSOs in 2017
(Wood & Fällmann, 2019, p. 33). As mentioned above, funding through can cause mission drift
among organisations, if they start aligning their priorities with donor agendas. A large number of
authors decry the lack of transformative potential of the current CSO landscape in development
accordingly (Banks et al., 2015). Many CSOs in aid recipient countries find themselves in an
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organisationally unsustainable position due to a lack of connections to the general public and
dependency on donor funding36 (Fowler, 2016). While capacity development for CSOs by their
international ‘partners’ focused mostly on project implementation, their capacity to become more
independent in terms of funding was neglected (Fowler, 2016, p. 572). Banks et al. paint a rather
grim picture of the current CSO landscape:
‘Despite advances made by donors in moving toward more political methods for facilitating
development, these efforts remain hampered given there has been little shift in the aid
chain away from a narrow conceptualization of civil society, and few examples of their
ability to design more innovative funding mechanisms to support, rather than erode, the
political roots of civil society organizations’ (Banks et al., 2015, p. 715).
The policy framework under study explicitly tries to address this concern by funding lobby and
advocacy activities and by including more informal organisations in its funding scheme. The thesis
disentangles the relationships of the different stakeholders in the aid system, showing how the
social transformative ideas are put into practice and what contextual factors enable or prevent
their implementation respectively. It also assesses to what extent adaptive management could
help address the above-mentioned concerns.
4.1.

Funding for civil society organisations in the Netherlands and the ‘Dialogue and
Dissent Programme’

The funding landscape in the Netherlands underwent major changes in the last two decades. From
1965 up to the late 1990s, aid to CSOs was primarily delivered through the co-financing programme
(MFP)37. This programme provided four organisations (Oxfam Novib, ICCO [Interchurch
Organisation for Development Cooperation], Hivos and Cordaid) with core funding (Schulpen,
2016, p. 5). Alongside this programme there were hundreds of other small funding schemes
managed by different departments within the Ministry (Schulpen, 2016, p. 5). After considerable
budget cuts in aid to CSOs from 2011 onwards, the successor programme to MFP called MFS38 was
finally suspended in 2015 (Schulpen, 2016, p. 9). While from 2003 - 2010 the average annual
subsidy amount was €770 million, in the period from 2011 to 2015, it dropped to an average annual
amount of €600 million, finally reaching its lowest point from 2016 - 2020 at around €300 - 350
million. In less than a decade, this type of funding to CSOs was reduced by more than 50 %39
(Schulpen, 2016, p. 13). Overall funding for CSOs of total ODA (official development assistance) was
on average 19.2 % between 2003 and 2015 (Schulpen, 2016, p. 12).
The loss of core funding hit the four co-financing organisations hard. For instance, Oxfam Novib,
which is the consortium lead of my project case study, lost 27 % in total income in 2011 and 34%
of government subsidies (Schulpen, 2016, p. 22). However, all four organisations recovered quickly;
Oxfam Novib’s income in 2013 was already higher than its income in 2010 before the dip (Schulpen,
2016, p. 22). While the government aimed at reducing CSOs’ dependency on government funds,
this did not materialise in practice: Oxfam Novib’s funds from governments rose from 56 % in 2010
to 65 % in 2014, which means that they could tap into other governmental funding outside of the
Netherlands (Schulpen, 2016, p. 23). Another study conducted in the period from 2010 to 2016
amongst 69 Dutch CSOs concludes that, overall, the dependency on government sources has
CSOs in donor countries (at least those who do not rely on membership fees) are also concerned by sustainability issues:
public distrust, an increasing involvement of the private sector in development issues, new digital campaigning possibilities
and their declining role as intermediaries to CSOs in aid recipient countries questions their current business model (see
Fowler 2016, p. 576; Gnärig 2015).
37
MFP is short for Medefinancieringsprogramma in Dutch, meaning co-financing programme.
38
MFS is short for Medefinancieringsstelsel in Dutch, meaning co-financing system.
39
The increased academic attention on aid reduction and its impact on civil society (organisations) illustrates that this is not
a Dutch phenomenon, but one of global scope (see Pallas and Sidel, 2020 and the special issue edited by Appe and Pallas,
2018). However, as stated in chapter 4 aid reduction is not happening on an aggregate level and does not affect all countries
and sectors alike.
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slightly increased, while CSOs have managed, on average, to grow in terms of budget and staff
(Schulpen et al., 2018, p. 14). The sector thus showed resilience to the Dutch government funding
cuts and was able to adapt, especially by diversifying its funding sources (Schulpen et al., 2018,
p. 35).
Although the overall funding budget decreased, the number of funding schemes increased
(Schulpen et al., 2018, p. 7). The move away from co-financing towards thematic schemes was
accompanied by a focus on tendering and therewith increased projectisation and competition
among CSOs for the scarce funds (Schulpen, 2016, p. 33). Leenstra contends that ‘in the last
decade, Dutch development cooperation has become a market […] organized in the spirit of New
Public Management’ (Leenstra, 2017, p. 4). He dismisses the idea that tenders increase efficiency
and effectiveness, as tenders come with high transaction costs and often distort targets (Leenstra,
2017, p. 4). While many CSOs agree with that view, there are some that also welcome the market
orientation as it brings possibility for additional funding sources (Schulpen et al., 2018, p. 19).
In addition, due to the thematic focus of these schemes, there is less leeway for CSOs to set the
agenda (Schulpen et al., 2018, p. 7). Earmarked funding has been steadily increasing, reaching
almost an estimated third of all CSO funding in 2020 40 (Schulpen, 2016, p. 43). While participating
organisations set their priorities during co-financing, there is now demand for increasing alignment
with government policy. This is at odds with the idea of CSOs being actors in their own right (acting
according to their own agenda) and the value that is attached to a pluralist civil society in the D&D
Programme (Schulpen, 2016, p. 33). The D&D is the latest large-scale CSO funding scheme that was
implemented from 2016-2020. It comprises four different programmes; the SP Programme (1
billion €); the Voice Programme (50 million €), the Accountability Fund (75 million €) and the Leading
from the South Programme (40 million €) (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017,
p. 11-14). As my case study project is funded under the SP Programme, more details can be found
in the empirical chapters 6 - 9.
The ‘D&D Theory of Change’ positions itself as a social transformative approach (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. 5). It is based on the assumption that development is a nonlinear, political process that should be directed at changing power relations, as poverty and
inequality are ultimately caused by power asymmetries. CSOs are supposed to play a crucial role
in this process of changing power inequalities through lobbying and advocacy (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. iii). The focus on advocacy in such a large programme is rather
unique in the development sector (van Wessel, Hilhorst et al., 2020, p. 730). Apart from the
personal influence of Lilianne Ploumen (Minister for Foreign Trade and Development Cooperation
at the time), van Wessel et al. attribute the choice to the reasons that advocacy ‘was a niche that
few donors occupied’ and the ‘need to work strategically with a budget that had shrunk
substantively in the wake of the economic crisis following the crash of 2008’ (van Wessel, Hilhorst
et al., 2020, p. 730). Consequently a large number of Dutch CSOs contend that advocacy as an
intervention strategy has gained strategic importance since 2010 (Schulpen et al., 2018, p. 24).
However, the D&D’s focus on lobby and advocacy means that service delivery activities, on which
many CSOs were previously focusing, are now excluded from funding (Schulpen, 2016, p. 34). The
social transformative vision is therefore not entirely in line with the earmarked funding approach
(just as the tendering system, see above). While the D&D still provided a lot of leeway in choosing
a thematic focus, the successor programme ‘Power of Voices’ limits the thematic focus even more
by providing seven thematic areas under which proposals must fall (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
the Netherlands, 2020, p. 10). Another point of critique on the D&D was the overwhelmingly large
This relies on Schulpen’s own estimates. The DAC statistics are misleading in this case due to a deviating categorisation
of aid to and through CSOs of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Schulpen 2016, p. 43).
40

50

number of consortium leads based in the Netherlands in the SP Programme. Only one of the 25
consortia was headed by a CSO in an aid recipient country (see also van Wessel, Hilhorst et al.,
2020). From 2003 to 2020 less than 5 per cent of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ funding was
provided directly to CSOs in aid recipient countries, with the rest being provided to Dutch and other
CSOs of donor countries (Schulpen, 2016, p. 15). However, the number of CSOs in aid recipient
countries receiving funding directly is constantly rising (Schulpen, 2016, p. 16). The follow up
programme, ‘Power of Voices’, has taken the critique seriously; it is now mandatory that one of the
consortium partners is based in a low-income, lower-middle-income or upper-middle-income
country (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2020, p. 11).
In assuming that ‘a diverse and pluralist civil society is both goal in itself and a means to an end’
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. 1), it can thus be concluded that the D&D
clearly follows a liberal democratisation approach, as depicted in the preceding section. It is
presupposed that CSOs ‘have an intrinsic value as part of a democratic system’ and can empower
marginalised groups to claim their rights (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. 5).
The Ministry relates to civil society actors through organisations and tries, not only to reach
professional organisations, but also more informal organisations through its policy framework
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. 9).
However, the D&D also recognises that the actual political role of CSOs in developing countries ‘is
vastly more complex than simplified notions of CSOs acting as vehicles for democratisation and
inclusion of the poor and marginalised’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. 18).
The above-mentioned assumptions about how CSOs contribute to challenge inequalities are
therefore to be interpreted as normative policy goals and not a depiction of reality (Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. 18). In addition, the Ministry goes beyond the supposed
state-civil society divide by proposing to enter into ‘Strategic Partnerships’ with the CSOs (van
Wessel, Hilhorst et al., 2020, p. 729). To this end, each consortium was matched with a thematic
department of the Ministry, and partnership agreements were signed (van Wessel, Hilhorst et al.,
2020, p. 733). That such a partnership can also be counterproductive in the sense that it drives
organisations more towards complementarity than to dissent has been critically raised by an
evaluation of the programme (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019a, p. 17).
In order to support CSOs’ political role, the D&D renounces managerialist principles on a
methodological level and proposes a more flexible and context-sensitive approach, trying to
ensure local ownership and autonomy. In line with recent calls to make development management
more adaptive, the D&D encourages the use of adaptable theories of change and advocacy
strategies, as well as the use of customised PMEL systems (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Netherlands, 2017, p. 9). How these innovations are playing out in practice is addressed in detail
in chapter 6.
4.2.

Civil society organisations in Vietnam

Since the Đổi mới reforms in the 1980s transforming Vietnam into a market-based economy, space
for organisational life less dependent on the Communist Party of Vietnam has started to emerge
(Wells-Dang, 2014, p. 163)41 (Norlund, 2007, p. 69). Due to the retreat of the state from the delivery
of social services, not only foreign investors, but also many international CSOs came to Vietnam
(Salemink, 2006, p. 105). Fuelled by a Western sense of guilt about the war, Vietnam gained
popularity among donors in the 1990s (Salemink, 2006, p. 102). The exponential growth of
international CSOs also led to a demand for domestic CSOs, as many of the international
For contextualizing my research, the focus of chapter 4.2. and 4.3. is on donor-funded civil society organisations and
especially the more recent funding period. Thus, the chapters do not cover the pre-colonial period even though these were
characterised by vibrant associational life (see Nguyen, 2016 for Vietnam and Kansiime, 2019 for Uganda).
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organisations preferred to work with local counterparts (Salemink, 2006, p. 106). The new
constitution of 1992 regulated the establishment of associations and cleared the way for domestic
CSOs to be created (Mayhew, 2005, p. 734). The number of registered CSOs thus grew accordingly
from less than 200 in 1990 to an estimated 1,700 in 2014 (Wells-Dang, 2014, p. 163). According to
the Asian Development Bank, there were additionally 320 professional associations and 15,000
agricultural community-based organisations (CBOs) in 2005 (Asian Development Bank, 2011).
Salemink states that the notion of civil society in the Vietnamese context is contested: civil society
is perceived as a foreign concept and is mostly related to development (Salemink, 2006, p. 105).
According to Thayer, civil society does not have a corresponding expression in Vietnamese (Thayer,
2009, p. 9). In a similar vein, a translation for the term ‘nongovernmental’ had to be established.
Salemink points out that the literal translation of nongovernmental (phi chính phủ) is close to the
expression for anarchy (vô chính phủ), contributing to its negative and anti-state connotation
(Salemink, 2006, p. 106). However, Wells-Dang specifies that in recent years the concept is
increasingly accepted by the authorities, especially because civil society is increasingly framed as
complementary to the state instead of opposed to it. The Vietnamese government seems to
discover civil society as a remedy to mitigate the negative effects of market and state-failure (WellsDang, 2011, p. 76). The Communist Party does not use the label civil society organisations though,
but calls these organisations ‘social organisations’ (tô chức xã hội), ‘socio-professional organisations’
(tô chức xã hội nghêˋ nghiệp), or ‘political–social organisations’ (tô chức chính trị xã hội), the last
category including the mass organisations (Wells-Dang, 2014, p. 170).
In addition, the Vietnamese interpretation of democracy offers links to civil society activities.
Hakkarainen (2015, p. 34) traces how the dominant understanding, as well as the Communist
Party’s understanding, of democracy (dân chủ) in Vietnam is closely related to the anti-colonial
struggle. As Western democracies were seen as proxies for the oppression of non-Western
societies, their conceptualisation of democracy could not be adopted. Due to the support of the
Soviet Union in Vietnam’s anti-colonial struggle, democracy was framed in Leninist terms, being
closely connected to class struggle and national sovereignty (Hakkarainen, 2015, p. 35). Democracy
is first and foremost understood as democratic centralism, meaning that political debates take
place within the party and are decided by majority vote within the party42 (Hakkarainen, 2015,
p. 36). This principle is also reflected in the Vietnamese constitution (Hakkarainen, 2015, p. 37). As
discussions are mostly conducted behind closed doors, it is difficult for CSOs and the public to
access information (Hakkarainen, 2015, p. 37). However, democratic centralism does not mean
that the public is not represented in decision making at all. The slogan rule ‘of the people, for the
people, and by the people’ signifies that the views of the citizens are, in theory, channelled through
the mass organisations to the party leadership (Nguyen, 2016, p. 7).
The five mass organisations that are all members of the umbrella organisation ‘Fatherland Front’
are the Women’s Union, the trade union, the Youth Union, the Farmers’ Association and the
Association of Veterans. All five of the mass organisations date back to the 1930s (Norlund, 2007,
p. 74; Waibel & Benedikter, 2017, p. 220). They are membership organisations, which are
hierarchically organised from the central level down to the grassroots level. At the higher levels,
the mass organisations are party-sponsored and, to a certain extent, integrated into the overall
party structure. However, at the district and hamlet level, mass organisations are more
independent of the party and are said not to follow central rules very strictly; they assume many
civil society functions (Norlund, 2007, p. 74). Amongst the mass organisations the Women’s Union
is said to have the strongest civil society orientation and has often served as a grassroots partner
for donor-funded service delivery activities (Wells-Dang, 2014, p. 165). A provincial branch of the

42

See also Nguyen (2016, p. 37) for a point by point comparison of liberal and socialist democracy.

52

Women’s Union is part of this study and is examined with regard to its organisational autonomy in
chapter 8.
As there is no clear-cut legal framework for CSOs 43, organisations are mostly registered with the
mass organisations, government agencies or umbrella organisations such as the Vietnam Union of
Science and Technology Associations (VUSTA) or the Southeast Asia Research Association of
Vietnam (SERAV) (Taylor et al., 2012, p. 7). Therefore, classic development organisations are often
called ‘centres’ or ‘institutes’, as they are registered under VUSTA or SERAV (Taylor et al., 2012, p. 7).
This is also true for most of the organisations participating in this study. These centres or institutes
are allowed to receive foreign funding and are often based on senior persons’ personal
relationships with influential party members or bureaucrats (Salemink, 2006, p. 118). Another
possibility is the registration as a social and charity fund (Mayhew, 2005, p. 737). Registration is
generally a difficult and politicised process. For instance, to register with VUSTA an organisation
must prove sufficient monetary resources and must have at least five staff members who hold
university degrees (Pallas & Nguyen, 2018, p. 8).
Pallas and Nguyen (2018, p. 8) report that, for this reason, the existing CSOs are few and highly
professional. They are not only well connected to government agencies, but also to Western
donors. For their grassroots work, they largely rely on unregistered CBOs or the mass
organisations (Pallas & Nguyen, 2018, p. 8). Thus, the observation made by Gray in 1999 that CSOs
are mostly urban-based elite groups, does not seem to have changed much (Gray, 1999, p. 706).
The same could be observed in my research: the Hanoi-based organisations I talked to were highly
professional, and among the sub-national organisations, only one did not belong to the mass
organisations. The mass organisations, with their fine-grained structures at the local level, in fact
assume many civil society functions and are reliable partners for implementing activities at the
local level (as this thesis shows in chapter 8). While CSOs are often portrayed as being more suitable
in local service delivery, the Vietnamese case shows that strong state institutions can also be quite
effective in decentralised policy implementation and service delivery (Salemink, 2006, p. 120).
Andrew Wells-Dang (2011, p. 73) complements the picture of Vietnamese CSO actors by pointing
towards the alternative ways organisations seek to operate in the Vietnamese context:
‘Many non-profit organisations, religious groups, and informal local associations have
found alternate means to operate beyond the corporatist structures set by the state, either
registering as for-profit businesses, as a subsidiary of other legal organisations such as
universities and the media, or by simply not registering at all’.
Furthermore, Wells-Dang highlights in his research the specific importance of informal networks
for Vietnamese civil society, debunking a lopsided view of civil society as a sphere of registered
organisations (Wells-Dang, 2011).
International CSOs are monitored by the People’s Aid Coordinating Committee under the Vietnam
Union of Friendship Organisations and must follow a complex procedure to obtain a permit to
operate (Mayhew, 2005, p. 740). Registration is, however, usually possible without obstacles (WellsDang, 2011, p. 61). Friendship refers here to official friendship and solidarity between nations,
which again shows the gap between Western and Vietnamese notions of civil society (Salemink,
2006, p. 106). As the state critically monitors all non-governmental actors, the large majority of
CSOs follow a non-confrontational approach, working in collaboration with the authorities, or at
least portraying themselves as doing so (Waibel & Benedikter, 2017, p. 221). Most international
CSOs try to avoid engaging in advocacy activities, as this is considered too sensitive (Pallas &
Nguyen, 2018, p. 7). All projects and programmes must be approved by the authorities, which can,
according to my interviewees, cause delays, and sometimes permission is not granted. Larger aid
A law on associations that is applicable to all CSOs has been under debate since many years, but has still not been passed
(Taylor et al. 2012, p. 7).
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programmes of 500,000 US-Dollars and more also need to be approved by the Prime Minister
(Mayhew, 2005, p. 742). Hence, activists and political dissidents remain few and are considered
illegal by the state (for a comprehensive discussion see Thayer, 2009). Hakkarainen adds that it is
not only because of repression that most CSOs avoid a confrontational approach, but also because
of the value of ‘social harmony’ (Hakkarainen, 2015, p. 24).
Interestingly, the government issued a directive on grassroots democracy in 1998 (Directive 30CT/TW) that was turned into an ordinance (Ordinance No. 34/2007/PL-UBTVQH11) and thus made
compulsory in 2007 (see Nguyen, 2016, p. 197 for a comprehensive list of policy documents on
grassroots democracy). The directive aimed at bringing
‘into full play the democratic rights of the people; to engage the people in state
management, in supervision and monitoring the state apparatus; to eradicate decay, redtape, bureaucratism, authoritarianism, democratic deficit and corruption.’ (Hiền et al. 2004,
p. 10 as cited in Nguyen, 2016, p. 34).
It was thus used to operationalise the long-standing party principle ‘people know, people discuss,
people do, and people supervise and inspect’ by granting the population at the local level the right
to access information, consultation in socioeconomic planning and appointment of local cadres,
approval for a number of public activities, such as public works, and supervision of the People’s
Committee’s work (Nguyen, 2016, p. 34). The issuance of the decree was directly linked to social
unrest in the rural areas of Vietnam in the mid-1990s (Nguyen, 2016, p. 1). Abuse of power by local
party secretaries with regard to property and land rights had led to tensions in the cadre-peasant
relations, challenging the party’s power in rural areas. The decree was aimed at restoring stability
and the party’s capacity to govern at the local level (Nguyen, 2016, p. 2). Nguyen concludes that the
implementation of grassroots democracy thus benefits both villagers and party leaders: While the
decree indeed enhances accountability and participation at the local level, thereby curtailing the
power of the local party secretary, it also allows the party to remain in control by enhancing its
legitimacy. Even if certain concessions to the villagers are made, in the end it is still the party who
takes decisions (Nguyen, 2016, p. 38). In contrast to that nuanced view, Hakkarainen is less
optimistic and concludes that the decree ‘has not deepened Vietnamese democracy in any
significant way’ (Hakkarainen, 2015, p. 43). Even though the decree offers opportunities for
enhanced participation, in practice the People’s Committees are in charge of both local
development activities and handling people’s complaints, which hampers its effectiveness. She
further contends that the implementation of the decree strongly depends on the willingness of
local authorities (Hakkarainen, 2015, p. 41).
In any case, the decree is an important point of reference for donor projects at the local level, as it
provides a legal basis for grassroots participation. Villagers are encouraged to actively take part in
village decision making processes and are authorised to form committees to supervise the local
government. This is the legal basis enabling the budget monitoring activities of the Women’s Union
that I examine in chapter 8. Even though these activities are donor-funded, they are still
implemented by a government organisation. Civil society activities in Vietnam thus very clearly
exemplify the Gramscian view that civil society and state are mutually constitutive and must be
analysed accordingly (Gramsci, 1971).
4.3.

Civil society organisations in Uganda

During colonial times, civil society in Uganda primarily existed in the form of trade unions, but
youth and women’s groups, as well as ethnic organisations, also formed part of civil society
(Mugisha et al., 2020, p. 16). Union membership reached its peak with 39,862 members in 1961
(Mugisha et al., 2020, p. 20). In post-independence Uganda, trade unions were quickly dissolved
under Milton Obote’s, and later Idi Amin’s, repressive rule (Mugisha et al., 2020, p. 22). When Yoweri
Museveni and the National Resistance Movement (NRM) came to power in 1986, following the
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guerrilla war of the early 1980s, the number of CSOs consistently increased (Wanyama, 2016,
p. 174). According to Wanyama (2016, p. 174), the number of CSOs grew from 160 in 1986 to over
3,500 in the year 2000 and up to 12,000 in 201544. The National Bureau for NGOs states on their
website that there are currently as of November 23, 2020, 13,000 registered NGOs (Ministry of
Internal of the Republic of Uganda, n.d.). The growth is mainly attributed to the general downsizing
of the state against the backdrop of structural adjustment and a massive influx of foreign donor
money (Muhumuza, 2010, p. 3). While this allowed for a proliferation of donor-funded
development CSOs, domestic farmer cooperatives in the agricultural sector that previously
dominated the civil society sector lost the government’s support. When the coffee sector was
opened for private sector competition, the bulk of cooperatives collapsed (Mugisha et al., 2020,
p. 23).
The Northern part of the country which was affected by the long-standing war with the Lord’s
Resistance Army45 (LRA) attracted especially large sums of donor money, mostly spent on relief
activities (Musinguzi, 2020, p. 123). For the most part donor activities focused on providing services
in the camps for internally displaced persons, instead of interfering in the political realm
(Musinguzi, 2020, p. 133). The conflict provided a complex arena in which international, national
and local CSOs intervened, taking different stances towards the conflict parties (Omach, 2016).
Most international CSOs remained politically neutral, which indirectly legitimised Museveni’s
militarised approach (Omach, 2016, p. 78). Local civil society actors in particular, such as Church
organisations, traditional leaders and community-based organisations, contributed to the
peacebuilding process by lobbying the international organisations and by acting as intermediaries
between the government and the rebels (Omach, 2016, p. 78). Due to the fact that faith-based
groups do not have to register with the NGO Board, they can advocate more freely without running
the risk of deregistration (Omach, 2016, p. 86). After the end of the military hostilities in 2006, many
international and domestic organisations continued their engagement in the North in the form of
reconstruction and recovery activities (Musinguzi, 2020, p. 124). The sub-national organisations
participating in this study are also based in this area.
Apart from the political influence with regard to the LRA war, CSOs were mainly active in service
delivery in Uganda and this remains true today. This is a continuity from colonial times when
missionaries provided basic services in the countryside (Nkwatsibwe, 2019, p. 11). Grassroots
organisations were already in place during colonial times, comprised of ethnic associations, selfhelp groups, rotating credit groups, burial societies and faith-based groups (Omach, 2016, p. 81).
However, most of these groups were founded in the 1970s and 1980s in order to tackle the lack of
social service provision (Omach, 2016, p. 81). CSOs were welcomed by the NRM regime, as they
largely stepped in to fill gaps in government service provision (Kansiime, 2019, p. 3; Kew &
Oshikoya, 2014, p. 13). The increase in professional development CSOs started in the 1990s against
the backdrop of structural adjustment. Both the state decay in the 1980s, as well as increased flows
of donor money aligned with the New Public Management paradigm, contributed to the rise of
Ugandan CSOs (Muhumuza, 2010, p. 3). Mugisha et al. evaluate the economic liberalisation policies
of the 1990s as the crucial turning point, as ‘the NGO approach took control over civil society space’
(Mugisha et al., 2020, p. 25). Since the 1990s, the number of CSOs is not only increasing, but they
have also started engaging with the state (see also Muhumuza, 2010, p. 2 and Hearn, 2001, p. 50

The accuracy of these numbers is questionable: researchers who tried to trace registered NGOs found that a large
number was not operational anymore (Barr et al. (2005). Nevertheless, the numbers indicate the extreme increase in NGOs
in the last decades.
45
The 20-year conflict between the Government of Uganda and the Lord’s Resistance Army is covered inter alia by Allen and
Vlassenroot (2010) and Porter (2017).
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for the state’s engagement with CSOs to develop aid policies, such as the Uganda Participatory
Poverty Assessment Project and the Poverty Eradication Action Plan).
While the NRM’s arrival to power was initially hailed as a ‘success story in terms of securing
impressive levels of growth, poverty reduction and also citizenship involvement through its ‘noparty’ system of participatory democracy’, by the mid-1990s it became clear that the NRM was
rather building a neopatrimonial state (King & Hickey, 2017, p. 1588). Promising domestic counter
movements to the government, such as the women’s movement and parent teacher associations,
were absorbed by the regime in the 1990s, leaving domestic civil society toothless (King & Hickey,
2017, p. 1589; Sjögren, 2013, p. 244). The NRM supported development CSOs and subordinate
unions and cooperatives, creating a ‘pluralised but apolitical NGO based civil society, oriented
towards “community development”’ (Sjögren, 2013, p. 243). While community participation is
encouraged by the regime, it is generally decoupled from interest representation that could
challenge dominant power structures (Sjögren, 2013, p. 243). King and Hickey (2017, p. 1588) found
that the decentralisation efforts started by the NRM in the mid-1990s were rather used to enlarge
the power of the party at the grassroots level instead of fostering accountability. Even though
participatory processes at the village, county and district levels are envisaged, consultations are
not binding, and ‘political participation is further undermined by hierarchical social structures and
clientelist relations between poorly educated low-income rural citizens and local politicians and
civil servants protected by senior patrons’ (King & Hickey, 2017, p. 1588). In addition, weak fiscal
bases and low administrative capacities foster accountability to donors and the central
government instead of to local constituents (Sjögren, 2013, p. 229). Oxfam’s F4D component, which
is part of my case study, tries to address this issue by supporting Neighbourhood Assemblies in
villages that represent citizens’ interest and hold the local government to account.
Even though donor-funded CSOs have turned increasingly towards advocacy activities since the
1990s, their efforts have been found to be more project-based and less transformational (King &
Hickey, 2017, p. 1589; Nkwatsibwe, 2019, p. 11). Mugisha et al. critically observe that civil activism
is mostly shaped by ‘outside thought leaders’, is donor-driven and CSOs are rather elite-based than
membership-based (Mugisha et al., 2020, p. 26). According to the authors, citizen participation in
demonstrations is relatively high, yet civic engagement is limited to isolated incidences and is not
rooted in larger social movements (Mugisha et al., 2020, p. 36). A number of authors share this
critical view, adding that CSOs rely almost exclusively on donor funding and raise very few domestic
resources (mostly membership fees) (Barr et al., 2005, p. 675; Robinson & Friedman, 2007, p. 657;
Wanyama, 2016, p. 187). The same is true for the CSOs participating in this study, which are almost
exclusively dependent on donor money. Many of them complained about the lack of core funding
that drives them towards project-based work and the relating constant pressure to write new
proposals. While many of the successful Kampala-based organisations in my study are indeed elitebased and not membership-based, this is, to a certain extent, also due to their mission that
revolves around research, campaigning and lobbying of the government. However, in the activities
that involved sub-national actors, the class/urban-rural divide was undeniably present.
With rising numbers of CSOs active in lobbying and advocacy, state repression has also increased.
Several authors contend that since the shift to multipartyism and the issuance of the NGO
Registration Act in 2006, CSOs are increasingly under scrutiny by the NRM regime (Kansiime, 2019,
p. 3; King & Hickey, 2017, p. 1589). As the opposition ‘Forum for Democratic Change’ secured a lot
of support during the 2006 elections, Museveni made use of the state security apparatus to repress
the opposition and was therefore able to remain in power (Hickey & Bukenya, 2020, p. 5; GoloobaMutebi & Hickey, 2016, p. 607). Specifically CSOs ‘engaged in election monitoring, human rights,
trade union advocacy, anti-corruption and mass media have been intimidated and sometimes
harassed by the government’ (Muhumuza, 2010, pp. 8–9). However, in the aftermath of the
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elections, popular support for the NRM was declining and key donors withdrew some of the budget
support, leading Museveni to divert his strategy more towards soft power in the 2011, and to a
more limited extent, 2016 elections (Golooba-Mutebi & Hickey, 2016, p. 608). Even though the
Museveni regime is said to rely increasingly on patronage politics since the return to multipartyism, Golooba-Mutebi and Hickey (2016, p. 613) point towards the ‘institutional multiplicity’ at
work, meaning that the regime is relying on both soft and hard power, as well as on formal and
informal modes of governance46. The latest presidential elections in January 2021 show once more
that when the regime’s power is under threat, this can easily turn the tide for CSOs. In the run up
to the elections, the Democratic Governance Facility, the largest cross-donor initiative funding civil
society activities in Uganda, was suspended (Freedomhouse, 2021). Freedomhouse further reports
that the elections ‘were marred by the uneven application of COVID-19 restrictions, limitations on
civic activity, and excessive use of force by the state’ (Freedomhouse, 2021).
Navigating the NRM regime thus remains challenging for CSOs. Since the latest legal changes in
the form of an amendment to the Non-Governmental Organisations Act in 2016, concerns have
been raised amongst CSOs regarding their freedoms (Wanyama, 2016, p. 178). Although the act
purports to provide a ‘conducive and enabling environment’ for CSOs and ‘strengthen and promote
the capacity of Non-Governmental Organisations and their mutual partnership with Government’
(preamble), it first and foremost regulates CSOs’ registration and operations (The NonGovernmental Organisations Act, 2016). All CSOs must register with the NGO Bureau and work
within the vague objectives listed by the Bureau. They are specifically required to be non-partisan,
which limits advocacy and human rights work (Kelly, 2019, p. 13). The 2016 Act has been generally
perceived as a further step of the Ugandan government to curtail CSOs’ freedoms by enlarging the
power of the NGO Bureau (Kelly, 2019, p. 14). Freedomhouse concludes that ‘The board [Bureau]
would be free to interpret the law subjectively and punish organisations for virtually any reason,
such as criticism of the government’ (Kagaba, 2015). The Bureau may revoke an organisation’s
permit, blacklist an organisation or make an organisation’s shortcomings public (Kelly, 2019, p. 14).
The rejection of applications for registration is also entirely at the discretion of the Bureau.
Furthermore, there is no time limit for the Bureau to review an application, which means that the
process can be delayed for political reasons (Maru, 2017, p. 68). The Bureau may also inspect an
organisations’ premises and gain access to the organisations’ information after giving notice of at
least three working days (Kelly, 2019, p. 14). Community-based organisations must also register
with the district local government (Maru, 2017, p. 68). Applications can be denied for political
reasons or not processed at all (Maru, 2017, p. 68). Apart from registration to obtain a permit, the
Act requires CSOs to obtain permission to carry out activities in a certain region. To this end, NGO
Monitoring Committees in charge of approving CSOs’ operations are to be established at the
respective administrative units of the country, contributing to lengthy bureaucratic approval
processes (Wanyama, 2016, p. 179). These processes apply to both domestic as well as
international CSOs47.
The securitisation of Uganda also influences the CSO sector: Security personnel are appointed
members of the NGO Monitoring Committees and CSOs activities can be rejected if they are
‘prejudicial to the security and laws of Uganda’ (section 44,d) (The Non-Governmental
Organisations Act, 2016). This vague formulation can easily be used to dismiss CSOs’ registration
or operation (Maru, 2017, p. 69). The appointment of members to the NGO Board is also highly

While some categorize the Ugandan state as authoritarian (Abrahamsen and Bareebe, 2016) and/or militarized (Abonga
et al. (2019), others point towards the hybrid nature of the NRM regime, merging institutional compliance to maintain
macroeconomic stability with the arbitrary use of force (Goodfellow, 2014; Tripp, 2010).
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the Ugandan Ministry of Foreign Affairs as well as recommendations from the relevant Ministry and the NGO Monitoring
Committee (Kelly 2019, p. 14).
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politicised. While two representatives of CSOs are required to be part of the Board, the cabinet
holds the final decision on which individuals are appointed. Two candidates who had been selected
by CSO networks and proposed to the Minister were rejected by the cabinet, illustrating the
political nature of the process (Maru, 2017, p. 69).
While Maru assesses the operating environment for CSOs to be ‘still relatively open’, there are a
number of incidents in which activists have been detained or harassed (Maru, 2017, p. 71). In
particular, LGBTI (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Intersex) events have been blocked by the
authorities, and human rights violations were reported in the course of the 2016 Elections (Maru,
2017, p. 71). The Ugandan National NGO Forum reports that more than 10 CSO offices experienced
break-ins in 2017. In addition, offices were raided by state security, property was confiscated, staff
members detained and bank accounts were frozen by the authorities (Uganda National NGO
Forum, 2018, p. 6). Lawsuits filed by CSOs in several similar cases have not been successful (Maru,
2017, p. 71). Apart from the NGO Act, other legal texts, such as the Public Order Management Act,
the Anti-Terrorism Act and the Anti-Money Laundering Act, have also been used to curtail CSOs’
operations (Hammett & Jackson, 2018; Wanyama, 2016).
According to Wanyama, CSOs are partly to blame for shrinking civic space, as many organisations
lack accountability structures and suffer from weak internal governance and even corruption
(Wanyama, 2016, p. 190). In addition, some CSOs are reportedly ‘brief case’ organisations, being
managed by a sole individual who does not report to anyone (Wanyama, 2016, p. 191). Mugisha et
al. corroborate these findings by positing that CSOs do suffer from administrative and financial
constraints, informal governance structures, weak coordination and accountability mechanisms,
and the ‘founder syndrome’ (Mugisha et al., 2020, p. 49). The Ugandan National NGO Forum
recognises these deficiencies in their 2017 annual report and states that ‘several NGOs went
through special and forensic audits which in some cases revealed acute deficiencies in
management and oversight’ (Uganda National NGO Forum, 2018, p. 6). These issues have led to
the establishment of the ‘NGO Quality Assurance Mechanism’ (QuAM), which educates CSOs about
quality standards, provides certification and monitors the adherence to the standards 48.
Ugandan CSOs thus suffer not only from state repression, but also from internal governance and
accountability challenges. During my field phase, I had many discussions which turned towards
organisations that had faced sanctions, or even contract termination, because of mismanagement
(be that intentional or unintentional). Due to the large number of CSOs in Uganda, competition is
high, and organisations can easily be replaced if they make a bad impression. The availability of
donor money has proliferated the creation of organisations, some of which are briefcase
organisations that have not grown organically. Finding suitable partners is therefore an ongoing
issue for a grant-giving organisation, such as the Oxfam country office. They rely on a number of
long-standing CSO partners, and when there are new organisations joining, they are monitored
more closely. While the majority of the national organisations in my study are well established
players who are well-versed in financial management and reporting, there was one that was
replaced due to financial irregularities. These organisations were also carefully manoeuvring their
relationship with the government. However, at the sub-national level, the situation looked
different. Many of the small, informal organisations were struggling with establishing sound
financial management procedures, and one also struggled with official registration. One of my
informants at the sub-national level had also been detained during elections, and the organisation
temporarily closed.

According to the QuAm website, 154 organisations have been certified between 2010 and 2016 (QuAM Uganda 2016).
Compared to the total number of CSOs (13,000) the impact of QuAM can be assessed as rather limited.
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While the Oxfam country office contracts sub-national organisations directly (as in my study), there
are other grant giving organisations in Uganda that refrain from doing so because they perceive
the risk as too high, especially when their donor makes them liable for any occurrences of
mismanagement. These organisations implement their programmes in the countryside to the
detriment of the sub-national organisations. When the sub-national organisation mentioned in
chapter 8 became a grant-giving organisation during the ongoing project, the prerequisite by the
Oxfam country office was that they complete a complex risk-assessment procedure. This caused,
amongst other factors, a substantial delay in project activities.
In comparison to Vietnam, the CSO landscape in Uganda is not only larger in numbers, but there
are also more problems with regard to organisations’ capacities. Even though civic space is
shrinking in Uganda, it is still relatively open if compared to Vietnam, where all CSO activities are
conducted in the shadow of the omni-present Communist Party. However, restrictions depend
largely on the type of activities that are conducted: The state welcomes CSO activities in both
countries, as long as they remain apolitical and non-confrontational. While lobbying and advocacy
are possible and implemented in both countries, activities that challenge the authorities and the
political system as such are subject to severe sanctions. With regard to the sub-national level,
Uganda exhibits a large number of registered CSOs and CBOs, while in Vietnam development
activities often rely on the mass organisations, as the majority of CBOs are operating without
official registration. Unregistered organisations are dependent on the goodwill of the local
authorities and are therefore often excluded from internationally funded donor projects.
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5. Adaptive project management for the civil society sector – towards an
academic research agenda49
5.1.

Introduction

Many civil society organisations (especially in developing countries) work in complex, politicised
environments where change is inevitable and barely predictable. Often, project success is hard to
measure, as projects that operate in the realm of lobbying and advocacy, for instance, proceed
slowly through endless meetings, campaigns and consultations on the pathway to achieving
measurable changes in legislation and behaviour. A recent OECD report based on a survey among
CSOs concludes that ‘more could be done to apply genuinely iterative and adaptive approaches to
monitoring and evaluation […] not solely for the purpose of learning but to inform and improve
programme directions’ (Wood & Fällmann, 2019, p. 11). While CSOs have been painstakingly trying
to meet donor requirements in order to access funding, this professionalisation has increasingly
resulted in rigid, compliance-oriented implementation (Elbers & Arts, 2011). At the same time, the
CSO sector has been under attack for being malpositioned to address structural causes of
inequality due to donor dependency and a lacking memberships base (Carothers & Gramont,
2013). A comprehensive mixed-methods study published in 2018 shows that projects which are
hard to verify and operate in unpredictable environments benefit from a project management
strategy that gives more autonomy to field agents (Honig, 2018, p. 104). This resonates with the
increased interest in the sector for piloting adaptive management approaches. Adaptive
management puts the emphasis on locally led change and flexible, iterative models that allow
practitioners to learn and adapt while implementing. Thus, the chapter aims to explore to what
extent adaptive management could help CSOs be more accountable to their constituents and live
up to the expectation of addressing power inequalities and contributing to social transformation.
Due to the recent emergence of the topic, the current evidence base makes it difficult to draw
conclusions on the effects that adaptive practices have on programme outcomes (see also
(McCulloch & Piron, 2019). There are few academic publications available and the bulk of the
working papers and case studies published by think tanks and donor agencies lack academic rigour
(see also Laws & Marquette, 2018). Even though adaptive management seems to be especially well
suited for interventions that target civil society actors, there is even less material available
concerning CSOs, and there is no commonly agreed definition of what adaptive management is. It
is doubtful that donors would mainstream these approaches into their portfolios without sound
research available showing results. In order to close this gap and work towards a research agenda,
the chapter establishes the current implementation status of adaptive management for the civil
society sector and suggests directions for further research. By systematically reviewing 21 case
studies of adaptive management being utilised in the civil society sector, insights into what
stakeholders consider as adaptive practices, as well as their perceived effects, obstacles and
derived recommendations are revealed and considered. The chapter thus contributes to
identifying which actors are driving the adaptive agenda, what we can learn from the first pilot
interventions and which research gaps can be derived from this analysis.
The chapter starts by reconstructing a genealogy of the recent emphasis on adaptive management.
Subsequently, the current status of mainstreaming adaptive principles into programme designs of
various donors is discussed. Thereafter, the methodology for selecting, reviewing and analysing

A version of this chapter is published as Gutheil, L. (2021). Adaptive project management for the civil society sector:
towards an academic research agenda. International Development Planning Review, 43(3), 393-418.
https://doi.org/10.3828/idpr.2020.17
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case studies is explicated. In the analysis, the cases are reviewed with regard to adaptive practices,
perceived effects, obstacles and recommendations. Lastly, the results of the case study analysis
are discussed, and suggestions for further research are made. The chapter closes with a conclusion
and outlook.
5.2.

Literature review on adaptive management

Genealogy of adaptive management in foreign aid
The different initiatives dealing with adaptive management cannot be viewed in isolation, and it is
difficult to detangle their exact beginnings. While calls for more flexibility in the aid industry reach
back to the 1980s (Chambers, 1988; Korten, 1980; Therkildsen, 1988), more recent intellectual
precursors were thinkers engaging with systemic approaches (see for instance (Schwaninger &
Körner, 2003, p. 75) and complexity sciences. These can be traced back to the critique advanced
against the rigidity of and compliance with results-based management (see Mowles et al., 2008)
and (Ramalingam, 2013, pp. 109–110). The rise of adaptive management can thus be understood
as a response to the increasing pressure in the aid industry to show value for money, track
quantifiable results and demonstrate impact in order to counter claims of aid ineffectiveness
(Gulrajani, 2011). Resistance against this form of managerialism was voiced amongst others by civil
society organisations, who complained that the accountability pressure left ‘limited time and
energy for adaptive and responsive programming in support of complex change processes’ (Eyben
& Guijt, 2015, p. 2). While the managerialist vision of development perceives CSOs as implementers
of pre-planned interventions, CSOs tend to define development as a process of social
transformation through which civil society empowers citizens to claim their rights (Elbers et al.,
2014, p. 4). The criticism voiced against management processes is, in this sense, a proxy for
addressing the more fundamental questions of what development is. It could be analysed as one
way for CSOs to address the problems the sector has been facing in terms of donor dependency
and professionalisation that allegedly come at the expense of local legitimacy and the changing of
structural inequalities (Banks et al., 2015, p. 708).
Another important driver of adaptive management stems from scholars working on public sector
management reform. The renewed interest in institutions and political economy that was amongst
others driven by New Public Management (NPM) fatigue, paved the way for more context-sensitive
reform processes (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2012; Fukuyama, 2011)50. One of the catalysts of the
recent interest in adaptive management was the development of the Problem-Driven Iterative
Adaptation (PDIA) approach by the Building State Capability Group at Harvard University in 2012
(Andrews et al., 2012). PDIA addresses policy and institutional reform processes based on the
assumption that institution building often fails because of ‘isomorphic mimicry’, a process of
adopting strategies that have proven themselves in other contexts, instead of seeking genuine
solutions (Andrews et al., 2012, p. 2). The authors suggest that reforms should focus on the
problem rather than starting with a pre-defined solution. While PDIA originated as a tool for
implementing policy and institutional reform, the PDIA toolkit published in 2018 was designed to
help practitioners ‘solve complex problems’ and is, in that sense, utilisable for a wider range of
development programmes (Samji et al., 2018).
Roughly a year after the first publication on PDIA in November 2013, the Thinking and Working
Politically (TWP) community of practice was founded in Delhi when several senior officials from
major donors came together with researchers to think about how to do development differently
(TWP Community of Practice, 2015). However, according to Laws and Marquette (2018, p. 2), the
first formal academic reference to TWP had already been made in 2011 (see (Leftwich, 2011), while
the idea seems to have surfaced even earlier among practitioners at the Department for
50
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International Development (DFID) in the United Kingdom (Pycroft, 2006, p. 2). DFID’s ‘Drivers of
Change’ reports which engaged with political country analyses were commissioned as early as
200251 (Yanguas, 2018a, p. 160). Carother’s and de Gramont’s ‘Development Aid Confronts Politics:
The Almost Revolution’ was published in April 2013 and remains one of the most referenced works
by the TWP community. The authors trace how political goals and methods have influenced
development practice since the 1960s and plead to ‘reverse the original sin of narrowly
technocratic approaches to development and arrive at an integrated economic and political
conception of what development is and how it can be achieved’ (Carothers & Gramont, 2013, p. 7).
Thus, according to TWP practitioners the key to improving development interventions is
understanding the political context and responding appropriately, as developmental change is
ultimately about ‘political processes of contestation and bargaining among interest groups’ (TWP
Community of Practice, 2015, p. 1). In this sense, working politically does not only mean improving
government processes, but applying a politically savvy form of development programming for any
aid intervention, for example, by making use of Political Economy Analyses (PEA) (Rocha Menocal,
2013, p. 3). Even though the TWP community explicitly states that its principles can inform any kind
of development intervention (TWP Community of Practice, 2015, p. 3), its origins, most influential
case studies (Booth, 2014; Denney & McLaren, 2016) and reform frameworks (Levy, 2014) are in
governance and public sector programmes.
One of the most important milestones in advancing adaptive management was a meeting
convened by Harvard University in October 2014 during which the ‘Doing development differently
manifesto’ (DDD manifesto) was developed. The manifesto was signed by more than 400
development researchers and practitioners and has become a main reference for practitioners
and donors, even though it did not lead to an overarching unified movement. Until today, there is
no agreed definition of what adaptive management is or what tools it entails. It could rather be
understood as a set of principles that guide development programming. As the DDD manifesto has
been signed widely across the community, its principles will be taken as a common denominator
for defining adaptive management in this chapter. The manifesto’s seven principles are to be found
across all initiatives and are summarised below:
-

focusing on local problem-solving

-

legitimising initiatives at all levels (political, managerial and social) to build ownership

-

working through local conveners

-

blending design and implementation through quick iterations informed by learning

-

managing risks by focusing on the most promising activities

-

working towards ‘real’ impact by building trust, empowering people and promoting
sustainability (Doing Development Differently Manifesto Community, 2014)

Institutionalisation of adaptive management by international development organisations
Even though adaptive management approaches have received a lot of attention recently, the
degree of institutionalisation in different donor agencies is rather weak. The Overseas
Development Institute (ODI), an independent think tank, supports the DDD agenda through
research and strategic advice especially for DFID. DFID has come to see adaptive programming as
particularly helpful for dealing with complex problems which cannot be tackled by ready-made
solutions (Wild et al., 2017, p. 7). An increasing number of adaptive champions have been funded
across a range of sectors and focus in line with the DDD manifesto on problem-driven, locally led
and politically smart interventions (Wild et al., 2017, p. 7). DFID’s Better Delivery Department is
51
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promoting the use of adaptive programming and encourages programmes to begin with an
adaptive design, instead of, as usually happens, becoming adaptive ‘by default’ (Wild et al., 2017,
p. 23). The ODI recommends that DFID establish clearer guidelines on how to operationalise
adaptive programming, providing practitioners with a number of implementation options (Wild et
al., 2017, p. 32) and expand its application beyond governance programmes (Bain et al., 2016,
p. 16).
The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) has found another way of
mainstreaming adaptive management without replacing their existing programming model. In
2012 they introduced their framework called collaborating, learning and adapting (CLA), which
offers six components that support practitioners in analysing the current status of their CLA
practices and help them to incorporate and strengthen these components in the programme cycle
(USAID, 2017). CLA should not be considered as a separate work stream but as an integrated
practice that can be tailored to the specific programme context.
Given that CSOs have long been proponents of process approaches, putting emphasis on
participation, learning and context-sensitivity52, it is surprising that their voices do not feature
prominently in the discussion on adaptive management. This does not mean that CSOs do not rely
on adaptive approaches; indeed a number of prominent CSOs such as Care International, World
Vision, Mercy Corps and Oxfam have documented some of their adaptive projects (Algoso, 2017).
In addition, the British CSO network Bond published a specific paper on what adaptive
management means for CSOs in 2016 (O'Donnell, 2016). However, as a workshop organised by
Care International and the British Council in December 2018 in Kenya demonstrated, the DDD and
related agendas are fundamentally initiatives driven by actors based in donor countries (Yanguas,
2018b, p. 3). Therefore, the ‘global’ adaptive community is first and foremost donor-centric and
Anglophone, and although there might be actors on the ground who implement similar
approaches in aid recipient countries, they are not connected to the global adaptive community
(Yanguas, 2018b, p. 4). This bias also applies to this chapter, which focuses on the most well-known
donor initiatives. At this point, it is thus questionable to what extent adaptive management lives
up to its own claims of localising development and whether it has the potential of truly challenging
managerialist visions of development programming. It is also not clear whether adaptive
management will gain considerable traction outside the Anglophone donor communities, that is in
continental Europe.
To conclude this section, it can be stated that the most influential communities shaping much of
the current discussions around adaptive management are the TWP Community of Practice and the
Adaptive Development Group at the ODI, as well as the Building State Capability Group at Harvard.
It must be noted though that these communities form neither closed enclaves nor intellectual
homogenous entities: groups reference each other, and individuals take part in workshops hosted
by more than one community. According to Yanguas, amongst these groups the TWP Community
of Practice is the one with the least range of influence and intellectual rigour (to be precise, he calls
them a therapy group) (Yanguas, 2018a, p. 175). That is why some of the key individuals involved
are now associated with the Adaptive Development Group (Yanguas, 2018a, p. 175). The fluidity of
these labels can also be illustrated by a World Bank project Yanguas was involved in; it was first
labelled politically smart and later, an instance of Doing Development Differently (Yanguas, 2018a,
p. 176).
A recent and important cross-donor initiative can be seen in the USAID and DFID funded
programme called GLAM (Global Learning for Adaptive Management). The four-year initiative
which aims to become a ‘key ‘standard-setting’ initiative’ on adaptive management is implemented
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by a consortium led by the ODI, with the Institute of Development Studies of the University of
Sussex, Oxfam, International Rescue Committee (IRC), Oxford Policy Management, Social Impact
and ThoughtWorks as core partners (Wild & Ramalingam, 2018). Chapter 9.3. engages in more
depth with the GLAM initiative, which became known to have been prematurely ended two years
ahead of the intended four-year period.
5.3.

Methodology

Overview of available case studies
Due to the scarcity of academic literature, the chapter relies on case studies mainly published by
donor agencies themselves. ODI is among the most prominent publishers of material relevant to
adaptive practice (see e.g., Bain et al., 2016; Booth, 2018) and has also, in collaboration with the
Asia Foundation, produced the ‘Working Politically in Practice’ working paper series 53 Apart from
ODI, both the TWP community54 and the Developmental Leadership Program55, an international
research initiative funded by the Australian government, also publish regular working papers. In
addition, USAID encourages practitioners to hand in short reflections on their projects through the
CLA case competitions if they have made use of CLA. As of February 2019, there are 257 cases
registered in their database.56 While the World Bank is not one of the key players in adaptive
management, they have published a relevant volume with multiple cases on problem-driven
political economy analysis (Levy et al., 2014) and offer adaptive management workshops through
the global delivery initiative.57
There is considerably less material by CSOs. A working paper by Dave Algoso (Algoso, 2017)
presents insights from adaptive projects implemented by Care International, IRC, Mercy Corps,
Oxfam and World Vision. In addition, IRC together with Mercy Corps, Oxfam and World Vision,
published single case studies that deal explicitly with adaptive management (Desai et al., 2018;
Mercy Corps, 2016a; World Vision, 2017).
Case selection
In order to examine the evidence on applying adaptive project management, several criteria were
defined to select the cases. First and foremost, only literature that empirically reflects about
adaptive project implementation was included. Only those cases which explicitly state that they
made use of adaptive principles as defined in the literature review were considered eligible.
Moreover, eligible cases needed to describe the actual use of adaptive management tools rather
than describing the results of the intervention. Cases that were older than ten years (i.e., published
before 2009) and cases where insufficient information was provided were also excluded (as in (Wild
et al., 2017).
The literature reviews on TWP by Laws and Marquette (2018) and Dasandi et al. (2016) were used
as a starting point for identifying case studies. Additionally, the websites of the most well-known
actors dealing with adaptive management were browsed. The identified articles were then used
for snowballing. This initial search led to 295 results (of which 257 were USAID CLA case studies).
As the focus of the chapter is on civil society organisations, only those cases that either work with
or through civil society actors or CSOs were considered. Overall, 21 case studies were considered
for the analysis (see table below). The fact that only 21 cases pertain to civil society organisations
and only four of them were actually implemented by CSOs as first tier recipients corroborates the
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earlier mentioned findings that adaptive management approaches are not particularly focusing on
civil society and that the discourse on adaptive management is not driven by CSOs.
Table 2: Overview of all reviewed case studies

Programme

Donor/Implementing
organisation

Country

Sector

Source

Strengthening
Advocacy and
Civic Engagement

USAID/ Chemonics
International Inc., Root
Change

Nigeria

Advocacy and
civic
engagement

Abani & Odeh,
2018

Media
Strengthening
Program

USAID/IREX

Mozambique

Access to
information

Agosta, 2017

Securing
property rights

USAID/The Asia
Foundation

Philippines

Institutional
reform

Booth, 2014

Taxes for health

USAID through The
Asia Foundation;
Tobacco-freekids/Action for
Economic Reform

Philippines

Institutional
reform

Booth, 2014

FOSTER (Facility
for Oil-Sector
Transparency)

DFID/Oxford Policy
Management

Nigeria

Political
support for
economic
development

Booth, 2016

Programme on
governance,
gender, peace
building and
human rights

Irish Aid/Christian Aid
Ireland

Multiple

Human rights,
peace, gender

Booth et al.,
2018

Civil Society
Innovation
initiative

USAID; SIDA/DAI

Global

Civil society
building

Daley &
Smith, 2017

Pacific
Leadership
Program

Australian Department
of Foreign Affairs/
AUSAid; Cardno

Samoa,
Solomon
Islands,
Tonga,
Vanuatu

Reform
coalitions

Denney &
McLaren,
2016

Seeing in
Systems, Working
in Networks: CLA
for adaptive
peacebuilding in
Myanmar

USAID/Adapt
Peacebuilding

Myanmar

Peacebuilding

Gray, 2018
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Development
Innovations

USAID/DAI Global LLc

Cambodia

CSO capacity
building

Heuisler, 2017

Fadama
Development
series

Worldbank

Nigeria

Agriculture,
Fishery,
Forestry

Hima et al.,
2016

Ebola Community
Action Platform

Mercy Corps; US Office
of Foreign Disaster
Assistance/ Mercy
Corps, Population
Services International

Liberia

Health

IRC & Mercy
Corps, 2016

Equitable Natural
Resources
Management and
Reinforcing Civil
Society in Niger

USAID, DANIDA/Care

Niger

Civil society
building

Janoch et al.,
2016

Empowerment &
Voice and
Accountability for
better Health and
Nutrition

DFID/Palladium

Pakistan

Social
Accountability
& Health

Kirk, 2017

South and
Central Syria
Program

DFID; OFDA; Global
Affairs Canada/Mercy
Corps

Syria

Peace and
Conflict

Mercy Corps,
2016b

Improving Urban
WASH
Governance and
Accountability

Oxfam

Pakistan

WASH
Governance
and
Accountability

Oxfam
International,
2017

Liberia
Accountability
and Voice
Initiative

USAID/DAI Global LLc

Liberia

Advocacy

Reese, 2017

SAVI - State
Accountability
and Voice
Initiative

DFID

Nigeria

Governance
reform

Derbyshire et
al., 2014)

Local Capacity
Building Project

USAID/The Kaizen
Company

Ethiopia

Civil Society
Capacity
Building

Chanie &
Gebru, 2018

Yetu Initiative

USAID/Aga Khan
Foundation

Kenya

Civil Society
Capacity
Building

Ombonyo &
McGlynn
Scanlon, 2018

66

HIV/Aids
Prevention

USAID/John Hopkins
Center for
Communication
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Limitations and data quality
The case selection comes with several weaknesses. First, only case studies which explicitly deal
with adaptive management are considered, while those which employ adaptive principles but do
not label them as such are excluded. Second, as the cases do not follow the exact same pattern,
comparability is limited. Third, if a certain practice is not mentioned in a case, it cannot
automatically be inferred that this practice was not implemented, as it may have simply not been
mentioned. The case studies also largely refer to larger, professional CSOs. As smaller, more
informal CSOs are less represented, the sample cannot be generalised to the (otherwise very
heterogeneous) CSO sector. Furthermore, the quality of the case study material does not
necessarily live up to academic standards in terms of reliability, validity, transparency and cogency.
In my sample of cases, except for Booth (Booth, 2014) no counterfactuals are considered and the
majority of cases rely solely on practitioners’ own experience, raising questions about the
independence of the findings. This impression is further amplified by the fact that not all of the
case studies discuss challenges and only one of them discusses failure (Lopez Lucia et al., 2017,
p. 16).
Triangulation is very limited, since most cases are single case studies. Most studies lack a clear
research methodology (with the exception of Booth, 2014; Denney & McLaren, 2016; Kirk, 2017)
and provide rather anecdotal evidence. This leads to the fact that the outcomes of the
interventions cannot be directly linked to the adaptive tools being used. Although the
counterfactual situation is not observable, it is reasonable to assume the case study authors have
themselves observed a range of non-adaptive practices, meaning that their comparative insights
into the effects of adaptive approaches are implicitly informed by their experiences working under
non-adaptive management frameworks. Overall, the case studies are not primarily intended for an
academic audience, but rather address other practitioners, donors and policy makers. As the
documents are publicly available, it can be assumed that they are the result of a negotiation
process between different project stakeholders about what should be openly communicated to
outsiders. If looked at as documents of practice (see also chapter 2.2.), it becomes clear that these
documents are not a reproduction of reality, but are rather themselves active producers of reality
(Höhn, 2013, p. 112; Reckwitz, 2016, p. 253). To sum up, the evidence base makes it virtually
impossible to draw conclusions on the causal effects that adaptive tools have on programme
outcomes nor does it allow us to gain a comprehensive overview of what is happening on the
ground. However, as knowledge on adaptive management is scarce, the analysis of the case
studies allows for a first overview of what donors and implementers consider as adaptive practices
and their perceived effects. It informs us about what practitioners deem important and what
recommendations they would give to peers. Furthermore, it serves to generate suggestions that
can inform future research.
Coding process
After finalising the case study selection, four different categories could be identified for the
analysis: adaptive practices, perceived effects, obstacles and recommendations. These categories
were derived inductively by identifying the structural commonalities of the case studies. A large
majority followed the simple structure of programme description, description of implementation
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(including results and potential obstacles) and recommendations. The statements in each case
study were then sorted into one of the four categories and assigned a corresponding code. To this
end, all statements in a category were then read and coded inductively. Finally, similar codes were
merged into one code and codes which only referred to one or two statements were deleted. As
not all cases mentioned effects of their practices and/or obstacles, the coding in these categories
produced neither many statements nor resulted in larger patterns, and therefore reads rather as
a list of items. For this reason, the categories ‘adaptive practices’ and ‘perceived effects’ are
presented in one section, and obstacles and recommendations in another. In what follows the
results of the coding process are presented and compared to the principles of the DDD manifesto.
5.4.

Analysis of reviewed adaptive case studies

Adaptive practices and perceived effects
Table 3: Code ‘adaptive practices’

Code ‘Adaptive practices’

Frequency

Investing in relationship building and collaboration

15

Focus on evidence-based adaptation

10

Frequent review/learning meetings, feedback loops

10

Ratio
71 %
48 %

Participatory/locally-led planning

9

43 %

PEA or other research activities

8

38 %

Building networks and coalitions

7

Rather coaching instead of top-down monitoring

7

Piloting intervention strategies/strategy testing

7

‘Light’ reporting

6

Devolution of decision-making/locally-led
implementation/working at arm’s length
Flexible budgeting

6
3

No clear goal at the beginning

3

33 %

29 %
14 %

Source: Author’s own depiction

The practice mentioned most often (71 per cent of the cases) is investing in relationship building
and collaboration. While the DDD manifesto focuses more on local problem-solving and quick
feedback loops, from the practitioners’ point of view, the most important aspect of adaptive
management is making use of new and different collaboration patterns. It is stressed that
improved collaboration within the field team, as well as with staff at headquarters, partners and
external stakeholders are key for success. A related term that was mentioned often is trust
(mentioned forty times altogether). While building trust and mobilisation of stakeholders is part of
the DDD manifesto, internal collaboration within the project team is not explicitly mentioned. For
instance, Mercy Corps’ South and Central Syria Program reports that the close relationships
between field staff, office staff and headquarters led to rapid approval processes that allowed
them to react to changing circumstances (Mercy Corps, 2016b). Similarly, Irish Aid states that
collaboration between headquarters and field staff had improved, as frequent review meetings
were taking place (Booth et al., 2018, p. 14).
Perceived effects of this focus on collaboration are, for example, that ownership and leadership
improve, because team members feel that they are taken seriously and can make a difference. The
Media Strengthening Program reports, for instance, that ‘program team members become more
conscious about issues that are normally in the sphere of programs’ senior management’ (Agosta,
2017, p. 4). In a similar fashion, a USAID-funded civil society programme in Ethiopia states that staff
became ‘more proactive, interactive, innovative, and solution-oriented’ (Chanie & Gebru, 2018).
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Collaboration also improved in a peacebuilding programme in Myanmar, with Gray concluding that
the new approach made their organisation less siloed, leading to the outcome that competencies
were spread more among staff members (Gray, 2018, p. 4). In this case, staff were enabled to react
adequately and redistribute responsibilities when their programme manager became a political
prisoner (Gray, 2018, p. 4). This relates to the code ‘devolution of decision-making/working at arm’s
length’, which was mentioned by almost a third of all cases. A programme dealing with natural
resources management in Niger claims that giving their partners more autonomy had not only
strengthened their capacities and made the organisations more likely to contribute to long-lasting
changes, but also enhanced their legitimacy (Janoch et al., 2016, p. 2). Another third of cases
suggest that the management team should reduce top-down monitoring and instead engage in
coaching local partners. In this context, some use the term ‘critical friend’ to describe the
relationship between management and implementing partners (Denney & McLaren, 2016, p. 20).
Interestingly, while locally led planning (project design) was mentioned by 43 per cent of the cases,
locally led implementation was only mentioned by 29 per cent. The DDD manifesto mentions both
‘local problem definition’ as well as ‘locally owned processes’.
Collaboration is related to the code ‘building networks and coalitions’, which was mentioned by a
third of cases and is in line with the DDD manifesto. This practice is considered especially crucial
for advocacy and governance reform programmes. The governance programmes unanimously
stress the importance of working with the government and not against it, making use of ‘windows
of opportunities’ by collaborating with reform-oriented actors (Bhalla et al., 2016; Booth, 2014; Kirk,
2017). This can help bring actors together who rarely interact otherwise, such as in DFID’s FOSTER
project (Bhalla et al., 2016). For instance, FOSTER gathered important actors from industry and civil
society to comment on the launch of the National Resource Charter, building on overlapping
incentives for reform (Bhalla et al., 2016, p. 20).
The second most mentioned practices (ten times out of twenty-one) are related to learning. The
following practices which resonate closely with the principles of the DDD manifesto were
emphasised: frequent review meetings, feedback loops and evidence-based adaptation. All case
studies, without exception, stress the importance of learning across a range of different settings.
In addition to reflection sessions being implemented by a large number of projects, an HIV/Aids
prevention programme in the Caribbean organises, for instance, knowledge exchange events
(Tully, 2018, p. 4) while others employ digital learning platforms (IRC & Mercy Corps, 2016) or stress
the informal character of having regular conversations with partners about the implementation
process (Denney & McLaren, 2016, p. 1).
The focus on evidence-based adaption and learning is operationalised in a large number of
research activities, such as conducting a rapid demand survey (Heuisler, 2017, p. 3), collecting life
stories (Gray, 2018, p. 3) or participatory self-assessment of skills (Abani & Odeh, 2018, p. 3). Four
made use of PEA. A third of all cases went one step further and derived learnings from strategy
testing. Examples include implementing a number of related intervention strategies in different
locations to generate evidence (Derbyshire et al., 2014), annual strategy testing of the theory of
change (Booth et al., 2018, p. 13) and piloting interventions in some locations first before scaling
up (Hima et al., 2016, p. 8). Little is said on the effects of these strategy testing or learning activities.
While most only reported on the positive effects that these activities have on development results
(in terms of contents), some claimed that interventions are more responsive to local needs or more
effective due to learning and collecting evidence.
Reporting, planning and budgeting received considerably less attention in the case studies. While
29 per cent referred to ‘light’ reporting mechanisms, only 14 per cent stated that they did not start
the intervention with a clear goal, and the same number relied on flexible budgeting. These under69

utilised practices could be important levers to more fully realising the potential of adaptive
management.
Obstacles and recommendations
Table 4: Code ‘recommendations’

Code ‘recommendations’
Donors’ openness to the approach, authorising
environment
Hire the right staff
Open, trusting and inclusive communication and
leadership
Built-in learning and reflection activities, provide space
Focus on building coalitions, partnerships and strong
relationships with key individuals
Donor should keep a low profile, work through
intermediary
Train staff in adaptive methods, empower staff
Partners’ openness to engage with adaptive approach

Frequency

Ratio

10

48 %

9
9

43 %

8

38 %

5

24 %

3
3
3

14 %

Source: Author’s own depiction

The only obstacle that received frequent mention was ‘rigid donor requirements’ (43 per cent of
cases). The Pacific Leadership Program reported that the ‘Pacific style of hospitality’ required
spending on food and drinks to build relationships with key individuals, which caused tensions with
the donor at times (Denney & McLaren, 2016, p. 22). This is in line with the previous section’s
finding that flexible reporting and budgeting remains an unbridged gap in adaptive programmes.
Moreover, delays on the part of the donor to approve changes were mentioned several times
(Gray, 2018, p. 5). In line with this, the most frequently mentioned recommendation (48 per cent)
is to create an enabling environment on the part of the donor, which is in line with the DDD
manifesto asking for legitimation of interventions. For instance, Heuisler mentioned that staff are
often required to have considerable experience working with USAID, which comes at the expense
of diversity and innovation in project teams (Heuisler, 2017, p. 5). While donors seem to partially
resist the new approaches, only a few cases reported that practitioners struggled with the mode
of implementation (14 per cent). In four cases, the change of implementation culture was
mentioned as an obstacle, and in three cases, it was the culture of failure that staff found hard to
embrace. In the case of the Liberia Accountability Initiative, the unwillingness to discuss failure
results from the competitive donor funding context, which ‘contributes to CSOs and other advocacy
actors, such as trade unions or community-based organisations, hoarding information, data and
relationships, which impede collaboration around shared advocacy objectives’ (Reese, 2017, p. 2).
Derbyshire et al. observed that dependency on donor funding leads to competitive relationships
among Nigerian CSOs and undermines their capacity to plan flexibly, as they are used to adhering
to tight donor frameworks (Derbyshire et al., 2014). Another issue that in some cases was
considered crucial for the success of CSOs’ advocacy activities was summarised under the code
‘donor should keep a low profile’ (14 per cent). This applied to sensitive political environments, in
which it is sometimes helpful if donors work through an intermediary and let go of excessive
branding to give legitimacy to local movements (Denney & McLaren, 2016, p. 22). For instance, in
the Pacific Leadership Program, a local organisation could start a conversation about child
protection by entering communities through a programme that empowers women economically
(Denney & McLaren, 2016, p. 21). According to the experience of the FOSTER project, strong
judgement is needed to decide when the foreign government should become involved. This
involves a risk for the donor who could easily damage bilateral relationships (Bhalla et al., 2016).
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Other obstacles touched upon data collection and usage: a USAID-funded project in Nigeria
reported that it was hard to find the time for extensive documentation of learning processes (Abani
& Odeh, 2018, p. 5); another USAID intervention states that the necessary data for decision-making
was not always available (Agosta, 2017, p. 5) while others struggled with making use of the available
data for decision-making (IRC & Mercy Corps, 2016, p. 1) or the data quality (Mercy Corps, 2016b).
After the recommendation to work with a donor committed to the adaptive approach, the
recommendations ranked second (43 per cent) are ‘hire the right staff’ and ‘invest in open, trusting,
and inclusive communication and leadership’. These findings mirror the importance that casestudy authors attach to relationships and communication. The cases that placed the emphasis on
hiring the right staff also frequently mention the practice ‘conduct Political Economy Analyses or
other research activities’. This could be explained by assuming that research activities require more
specialised staff. However, seven of the nine cases indicate that it is crucial to hire staff with the
right mind set and who are committed to the new way of working, while only four cases additionally
mention the need for staff with the right technical skills. Some also referred to staff having
influential networks as being beneficial. While the motivation of the workers is thus seen as crucial,
only 14 per cent mention that staff should be trained in adaptive methods. Derbyshire et al.
(Derbyshire et al., 2014, p. 9) point out that working in an adaptive way can be overwhelming for
donor staff if it means relieving partners of reporting burdens. Hence, the authors suggest that
programmes should endeavour to prevent staff from developing occupational burnout.
The importance of including learning activities in the project design was highlighted by 38 per cent
of the case studies. In almost all case studies that reported learning and reflection activities, the
recommendation to either include learning activities and objectives in the project design from the
start or to provide enough space and resources for such activities was given. This could be realised
by including reflection sessions into regular meetings (Reese, 2017, p. 5) by explicitly assigning a
learning objective to each activity (Ombonyo & McGlynn Scanlon, 2018) or by designating a staff
member responsible for the learning process (Tully, 2018, p. 5).
5.5.

Discussion and research implications

Overall, the analysis shows that the DDD manifesto is partially but not entirely reflected in the
reviewed case studies. The fact that substantial emphasis was placed on relationships,
collaboration and communication despite not being explicitly mentioned in the DDD manifesto
suggests that the case studies do not exclusively suffer from confirmation bias as has been
suspected (Dasandi et al., 2016, p. 6). The assertion that case study material on adaptive
management looks very similar is contradicted by the diversity of opinions in the present material
(Laws & Marquette, 2018, p. 7). Project experiences were as diverse as the different contexts and
settings. This could be due to the selection criteria related to civil society. In the following, the most
important findings of the case study analysis are discussed and suggestions for future research
are put forward.
Practitioner autonomy and strong stakeholder relationships are prerequisites for adaptive management
Although not mentioned in the DDD manifesto, practitioners put a strong emphasis on changed
collaboration. Apparently, the most impactful change is to be given autonomy in implementation,
reflecting on the project design, lessons learned and assuming joint responsibility as a team for
project success. While building relationships and networks with external stakeholders (which is
also mentioned frequently) is a well-known, if underestimated, success factor for programmes
involving civil society, internal collaboration between implementers (field staff and office staff) and
the donor organisation has received only scant attention. Less surprising is the related fact that
this changed style of collaboration also requires improved recruitment: the emphasis on hiring
motivated, but not necessarily technically skilled staff, can be explained by the move from
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compliance to more autonomy. Moving towards more autonomy is furthermore dependent on
closer relationships with the donor administration, as the implementation team seeks approval
more frequently and pushes for quick decision-making. Instead of writing a quarterly report on
activity implementation, the field team should communicate its rationale for adapting in real time.
For adaptive programmes to actually work, decision-making needs to be decentralised, good
trusting working relationships between field staff and donor staff need to be nurtured and field
staff need to be willing to make use of their decision-making power. I argue that this way of
collaborating is at the heart of adaptive programmes and that when field staff fully assume
responsibility for implementation, valuable learning and reflection is inevitable. Interventions
become more ‘relational’, just as called for by Rosalind Eyben (Eyben, 2010, p. 390) almost ten years
ago.
Adaptive implementation can be characterised as layering and shifting
The assessment of the current state of implementation of adaptive management is a rather
fragmented picture. The fact that 38 per cent mention that learning and reflection activities should
be built into programme design suggests that not all of the interventions are clearly designed in
an adaptive manner from the outset. The number of cases in which ‘traditional’ practices have been
abolished or entirely replaced is very limited: Daley and Smith (2017, p. 3) report, for instance, that
there were no deliverables in their programme, and Christian Aid Ireland (Booth et al., 2018, p. 14)
mentions that it is the quality of the learning process that is taken as an indicator for programme
progress, not predefined results. However, in most cases, adaptive practices are simply added on
top: Christian Aid Ireland states that it is ‘frustrating and exhausting’ to simultaneously engage in
flexible reporting at the country level and traditional reporting at the programme level (Booth et
al., 2018, p. 20). Valters et al. (Valters et al., 2016, p. 31) provide a template of an ‘adaptive
logframe’58, which indicates that practices are not completely replaced, but rather amended.
Therefore, I argue that adaptive implementation is not replacing old forms of working, but can
instead be characterised as layering (Reiter & Klenk, 2019, p. 23); for a similar example in the
development sector see also (Gelb & Hashmi, 2014). Another strong point to support the argument
is the fact that USAID did not introduce a new approach to managing programmes but simply
incorporated CLA activities into existing programme designs.
In addition to layering, a shifting of responsibilities can be observed. In the SAVI programme, staff
faced an increasing workload as they tried to protect partners from DFID requirements by
assuming certain administrative and reporting requirements for them (Derbyshire et al., 2014,
p. 9). This is in line with the experience of Christian Aid Ireland’s approach of shifting reporting
requirements from country to programme level.
In summary, the analysis of the case study material suggests that adaptive management has farreaching implications for the distribution of responsibilities and the (power) relationships of actors
in the aid system. As there is a lack of literature on the mechanisms that influence the day-to-day
implementation of adaptive projects, research should look into the actual practices of key actors
instead of examining written donor frameworks. It should also consider the entire project system,
including a broader variety of civil society organisations. For this reason, this thesis makes use of
a ‘studying through’ approach, examining relational practices within the boundaries of the chosen
projects.
In what follows, first insights into the implications of adaptive implementation for actors’ practices
in the aid system with a special emphasis on obstacles and enabling conditions are provided.

The only difference to a regular logframe is that on the level of activities different strategies are presented and then
trialled (Valters et al., 2016, p. 31).
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Implications of adaptive implementation for actors’ practices in the aid system
Donors
As the most frequently mentioned obstacle is ‘rigid donor requirements’, practitioners demand,
first and foremost, that donors start to delegate power and cut down administrative requirements.
Half of the DDD manifesto’s principles put the emphasis on locally led change, which indicates that
this is one of the most crucial elements of working adaptively. McCulloch and Piron (McCulloch &
Piron, 2019, p. 8) suggest that it is not only ‘management and agreement ownership’ but especially
‘driver ownership’ (i.e., having the authority to set the agenda and push it forward) that is required.
If CSOs are perceived as contractors and not as actors in their own right, this vision is difficult to
achieve. Moreover, the material suggests it is difficult to implement in an adaptive manner if the
counterparts in the procurement departments and thematic departments in headquarters are not
on board (Derbyshire et al., 2014, p. 9) (Mercy Corps, 2016b, p. 5). Honig and Gulrajani (2017) point
towards the importance of changing recruitment, promotion and compensation systems in donor
organisations to incentivise staff to work in an adaptive manner. Thus, it is crucial to move from
adaptive programming to what Nicola Nixon recently recommended: a reform of the ‘operational
nuts and bolts’ (Nixon, 2019). Adaptive implementation is hard to achieve if operational processes
across organisations remain the same. Traditional annual work plans and financial plans, contract
structures and risk matrices have a profound impact on providing or curtailing the available space
for adaptive implementation.
Getting more serious about local ownership might also mean that the donor works at arm’s length
and abstains from taking credit for certain actions. The example of the FOSTER programme
indicates that, especially in sensitive accountability programmes, this might be crucial for success
(Bhalla et al., 2016, p. 21). However, external pressures in the form of increasing competition due
to emerging non-traditional forms of aid, including South-South cooperation, might not allow that
(Eyben, 2015, p. 30). Donors are disincentivised to let go of excessive branding as public image and
claiming results are essential tools for promoting an aid organisation. This is also important as
donors compete for resources amongst other government departments and face increasingly
strict accountability requirements.
Implementing organisations
Apart from the pressures regarding donor organisations, there are also obstacles in partner
organisations which hamper adaptive implementation. Many CSOs have been trying for years to
meet donors’ requirements and have adopted business models that cater to this demand. The fact
that the proliferation of CSOs was largely donor-driven raises questions about the capability of
many CSOs to take the lead in activities that challenge power inequalities. If some donors work
adaptively and others do not, this might simply make partners mainstream the adaptive
interventions into their rigid ways of working (the most rigid donor sets the standard) or divert
resources from the adaptive interventions to the more time-consuming ones (in terms of
administration). This is in line with the findings of the practitioner workshop on DDD held in Kenya
which concluded if DDD is supposed to be institutionalised by local CSOs, communities of practice
need to be founded in aid recipient countries that deal with the localisation of DDD tools (Yanguas,
2018b, p. 6).
Both internal incentive systems (accountancy) and external pressure (accountability) increase the
risks for donors to become superficially adaptive rather than meaningfully embracing adaptive
principles by delegating responsibilities and taking more risks. In such a scenario, ‘adaptive’ would
simply amount to another buzz word, such as ‘participatory’ or ‘ownership’, that is included in
programme documents without substantially changing implementation realities (Rocha Menocal,
2013, p. 5).
73

Government departments
As bilateral donors are accountable to their governments who are in turn accountable to their
constituencies, political and public support for adaptive management is crucial. A summary of
DFID’s results agenda of the last twenty years concludes that ‘[s]ecretaries of State often greatly
influence how DFID is managed based on their personal and political party ideology’ (Valters &
Whitty, 2017, p. 9). This ideology is also influenced by the wider political climate (Valters & Whitty,
2017, p. 9). Research that tracked the Swedish results agenda over time has shown that results
initiatives are usually introduced in times when the public feels a lack of trust in development, as
the focus on results conveys a feeling of being in control (Vähämäki, 2017, p. 236). This suggests
that the successful institutionalisation of adaptive management largely depends on the political
climate and politicians’ willingness and capability to communicate the complexity of aid and its
results to the public. Therefore, the redesign of the aid system needs to consider the highest level
of the ‘aid chain’ as well.
If adaptive management yields results and can prove that it delivers value for money, there is no
reason to assume that it is, per se, harder to communicate to the public. This implies that
practitioners should not mistake adaptive management for a laissez-faire agenda. Adaptive
management means letting go of pre-planned results to a certain extent, but not of results all
together. Even if implementation strategies and, to a certain extent, goals might change during
implementation, the focus is on a contribution to more meaningful long-term change, which needs
to be communicated in a convincing way to government stakeholders. This also means that if
interventions let go of quantitative performance measures, other forms of reporting need to be
explored. To what extent non-numerical forms, such as ‘discursive accountability’ as suggested by
Dan Honig (2018, p. 157), will have the desired effect is an unanswered question. Implementers
need to make donors understand that decentralising power does not mean there is no control. If
changed collaboration is taken seriously, formal control mechanisms are replaced by informal
ones. Closer relationships and more meetings between donor staff and field staff, paired with
sound evidence, contribute to quick and traceable authorised decision-making. At the same time,
CSOs need to invest in accountability mechanisms addressing their constituents to increase checks
and balances.
If this is not feasible, adaptive management bears the risks of creating loopholes for misuse of
power, such as sexual abuse or misuse of funds, which are well-documented both in international
and local NGOs (e.g., Defeis, 2008; Smith, 2012). If adaptive management were associated with a
similar scandal, this could easily turn the political tide back to the results agenda.
5.6.

Conclusion

Although adaptive management approaches are still at the margin of development projectmanagement practice, the increasing number of adaptive initiatives suggests that the approach
could be more than just a fad. The chapter has shown that there is no overarching definition of
adaptive management or a joint movement, but rather loosely related initiatives tied together by
several core principles. Because the approach is recent, many projects apply a hybrid model,
consisting of ‘traditional’ and adaptive practices alike. This is not surprising as projects are deeply
embedded into their donor organisation’s administration. Many of the findings pertain not only to
CSOs, but to any implementing organisation in the development sector. This is, in a way, not
surprising, as many prominent CSOs are professional development organisations that adhere to
the same implementation and accountability standards as other development actors. Adaptive
management is supposed to offer added value to any project that operates in volatile, politicised
and complex contexts, which is true for the majority of CSO projects such as in the fields of lobbying
and advocacy.
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While the case studies suggest that there are positive effects of making use of adaptive
management approaches, more rigorous research needs to show to what extent and under what
circumstances adaptive approaches can lead to improved results. Dan Honig’s (2018, p. 104)
comparative research project on ‘navigation by judgement’ vs ‘navigation from top’ aptly shows
that relying on agent judgement is superior in development projects that are conducted in
unpredictable environments and whose success is hard to verify. As this context is true for many
development projects, and especially projects involving civil society actors, the move towards
adaptive management practices should also gain traction in government departments dealing with
development issues. I agree with Honig’s (2018, p. 168) conclusion that even though letting go of
agent control increases the risk of fraudulent activities, these risks need to be weighed against the
potential benefits. However, as the costs of missed opportunities for transformative and longlasting change which were sacrificed to compliance and measurement are unfortunately hard to
model, adaptive management might be harder to sell to decision-makers, especially in times of
populism. To further stimulate and improve adaptive project-management implementation, more
knowledge on how it actually works or does not work in practice is needed.
Based on the findings of this chapter, the empirical part of the thesis inquires into practices within
the entire project system. The effects of directives on practice are examined (i.e., ‘rigid donor
requirements’), including everyday operational details, such as reporting or financial monitoring.
In addition, the question of agenda setting (or ‘driver ownership’), is explored, inquiring into the
power relationships between actors and their political implications. Lastly, CSOs’ internal processes
and capabilities are also studied.
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6. Why adaptive management will not save us – exploring management
directives’ interaction with practice59
6.1.

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, RBM approaches were hailed, nowadays organisations turn towards more
adaptive ways of implementing development interventions. The critique of linear, managerialist
approaches based on the logical framework and a related results chain is anything but new; calls
for more adaptive aid management have been voiced by Alfred Hirschman as early as 1967
(Hirschman, 1967). Later the critique was expressed in the form of calling for process-oriented60,
people-oriented61, systemic62 and, more recently, complexity-inspired63 approaches. The latest
trend propagates adaptive and iterative management approaches. The calls by academics
(Copestake & Williams, 2014; Cummings, 2015; Gulrajani, 2011; Honig & Gulrajani, 2017;
Ramalingam, 2013) as well as practitioners (e.g., proponents of PDIA, Thinking and Working
Politically and Doing Development Differently; see chapter 5) to make development practice more
adaptive to change, appears to have been slowly taken up by more and more donor organisations.
The increased attention from academics and practitioners resulted in a myriad of different
initiatives and publications labelled ‘adaptive’. For instance, since 2014 DFID has published a
number of versions of its adaptive framework ‘Smart Rules’64, 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 series65. The Global Delivery Initiative, whose secretariat is hosted by the World Bank, offers
‘Adaptive Management Workshops’66, and The Global Learning for Adaptive Management (GLAM)
initiative, funded by the DFID and USAID, 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 ‘adaptive’, ‘iterative’, ‘flexible’ and ‘context-sensitive’ (Honig
& Gulrajani, 2017, p. 76). While different adaptive approaches have been reviewed in depth in the
preceding chapter, this chapter 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 management approach rest implicitly on the
assumption that directives have an unfiltered and immediate impact on an intervention’s
implementation67. This assumption ignores, not only the context, in which aid operates but also
the agency of individuals engaging in the process. The chapter therewith contributes to the body
of literature dealing with development management, particularly, anthropological accounts of

A version of this chapter is published as Gutheil, L. (2020). Why adaptive management will not save us: Exploring
management directives’ interaction with practice. Public Administration and Development, 40(2), 129–140.
https://doi.org/10.1002/pad.1888
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See Chambers (1995, p. 181); Chambers (1981); Korten (1980); Mosse (1999).
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See Fowler (1997, p. 56).
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See Hummelbrunner (2010, p. 1); Schwaninger and Körner (2003, p. 77); Williams and Hummelbrunner (2011).
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See Mowles et al. (2008); Ramalingam (2013, p. 121).
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See https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/dfid-smart-rules-better-programme-delivery
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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 chapter serves as
an example of what happens when new ‘adaptive’ directives are introduced. To this end, I analyse
the practices of a number of Dutch civil society consortia, who are part of the Strategic Partnership
Policy Instrument funded by the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs as a case study. As this
programme relies on the new, flexible D&D management framework (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
the Netherlands, 2017), it is especially well suited to explore differences in CSOs’ 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 chapter will analyse the contextual
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 better understand the relationship between directives and
practice. The chapter will, thereby, contribute to answering 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 chapter by summarising the recent
developments that led to the rise of the adaptive management trend. Furthermore, empirical
evidence concerning the relationship between directives and practice is presented. Thereafter, 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 chapter's methodology
and introduces the reader to innovations in the ‘D&D Theory of Change’. Subsequently, the
interview material is analysed with reference to the innovations introduced in the ‘D&D Theory of
Change’. Finally, the main findings are summarised and their importance for donors’ expectations
of management frameworks are emphasised.
6.2.

Development management: 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 project management practice (Cooke & Dar, 2008, p. 1) (Gulrajani, 2011, p. 201). The
original turn towards managerialism was tightly connected 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. By making use of ‘rational’ and evidence-based principles, which
were borrowed from the private sector and materialised in development in the form of RBM and
measurement, development interventions were supposed to become more efficient and
accountable (Elbers, 2012, p. 121).
The debates around development management are mostly framed in terms of opposing positions
between reformists and radicals (Engel, 2014; Gulrajani, 2011; Ramizo Jr, 2016). Whereas radicals
call for ending foreign aid, reformists believe that aid can be transformed to be more effective
(Gulrajani, 2011, p. 200). On one of the radical ends, practitioners and scholars, such as Dambisa
Moyo and James Shikwati, propose the self-regulating market as an alternative to development.
According to them, development management 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 propose 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
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inherently undemocratic, hierarchical and disembedded (Cooke & Dar, 2008, p. 2; Vries, 2008,
p. 152).
In opposition to the radical camps, aid reformers argue that development management’s
deficiencies can be overcome by reforms. Being practitioners, academics or politicians, reformers
mostly presume 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 managerial logics, largely aiming at improving aid
effectiveness (with a few notable exceptions) 68 (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. Nilima Gulrajani calls for a ‘radical reform’ of foreign aid; a
‘way to retheorise aid and its administration such that it becomes less harmful than radicals
suggest and more robustly improved than simplified managerial 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 reconceptualising development management
(e.g., Andrews et al., 2015; Mowles et al., 2008; Ramalingam, 2013, p. 112). Complexity theory is an
interdisciplinary field that builds on general systems theory of the 1960s and borrows heavily from
the physical and biological sciences (Grobman, 2005, p. 356). Development interventions 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 replaced by adaptive, context-sensitive and flexible
approaches69. 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, see 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 NPM
agenda in public sector reform. The latest reform trend, which again aims to improve performance,
has the somewhat unappealing name of post-NPM (Brinkerhoff & Brinkerhoff, 2015, p. 229). PostNPM 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 trustbased collaboration, networks and mutual learning and it relies on civic values 70 (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. 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 furthermore warns us not
to forget the empirical evidence: ‘I am disinterring managerialism, and NPM, because, in several
ways, they are still thriving. 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.
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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 gaming71 (which is a phenomenon that is not exclusive to development; cf.
(Pollitt, 2013, p. 354). Gaming might consist of bending 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 often differs 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 Sweden’s government
agency for development cooperation (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 leeway 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 community 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 ‘epistemological 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 development 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 incentive structure in
development practice which does not sufficiently penalise the blanket application of a dominant
framework’ (Ramizo Jr, 2016, p. 799). He calls for additional research to examine these hypotheses
further (Ramizo Jr, 2016, p. 799). 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 analytical tool to examine this interplay
further, helping us open up the black box of development processes.
6.3.

Practice theory and the role of rules

Instead of accepting the assumption that explicit directives result in strict compliance by
practitioners, the chapter, like this entire thesis, relies on a practice theory perspective to examine
the way project managers engage with, that is, contest or reproduce, given specifications. Let me
reiterate that I define practices in this thesis as ‘embodied, materially mediated arrays of human
activity centrally organised 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 certain norms and values (Reckwitz, 2016, p. 246). I define
each development project management approach and its directives as a practice bundle, which is
constituted by a number of related practices (Hillebrandt, 2014, p. 101).
Of particular relevance for this chapter is practice theory’s conceptualisation of rules. Practice
theorists generally agree that explicit rules are not the major cause for most social activities
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(Hillebrandt, 2014, p. 54; Schatzki, 2001, p. 17). 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, such as 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 everyday
language keeps changing, as does its meaning. Giddens builds on this assumption by advancing
the notion that rules are not only routines 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 speak in our native
language, experienced professionals 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 enactment (Reckwitz, 2003, p. 292).
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 material dimension and might
have structuring effects, which are not intended (Schmidt, 2012, p. 14).
6.4.

Methodology

To examine management practices and their interplay with directives, this chapter is based on data
collected in the SP Programme as explained in chapter 3. This particular chapter relies primarily
on the analysis of semi-structured interviews with project managers of Dutch CSOs and the
respective programme documents, representing the voices of the coordinating level of the
consortia. Three consortia agreed to participate in the study: IUCN National Committee of the
Netherlands (International Union for the Conservation of Nature), Oxfam Novib and Both ENDS
(see chapter 3.3. for how the organisations were selected). Whilst Both ENDS 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 multiple thematic sectors in the programme: climate
change, gender, conflict and fragility, food security and tax justice (a more detailed profile of each
consortium can be found in the Table 5 below). 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
variety of ways in which directives are interacted with, reproduced, challenged or rejected.
The Dutch lead CSO receives the funds from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and channels these
funds to its respective partner organisations. Most of the consortia work with a local country office
or intermediary 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 and is therefore directly accountable to the Ministry.
Semi-structured interviews covering the below-mentioned innovations and general programme
management were conducted with staff members of all three organisations between June and
December 2018. Project managers were asked to comment on their everyday management
practices in the SP Programme. The interviews were structured along the lines of the official
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programme documents, and practitioners were asked to reflect on their practices in comparison
to the directives set out in the documents. Comments on changes observed after the transition
from the former management framework (the MFS II programme72) were also solicited. Additional
conversations with representatives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs were used to triangulate the
provided information. All interviews were recorded and transcribed for analysis. Transcripts were
coded and analysed by means of the software MaxQDA. As participants wished to remain
anonymous, statements are neither assigned to individuals nor organisations. Due to the small
number of participating CSOs, the case study material must be regarded as exploratory. The
chapter solely represents 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 programme and consortium rules. As has been
stated elsewhere, the rules made during the project inception largely determine the scope of
organisations’ political roles (Goris et al., 2020, 31). Therefore, the chapter reflects their view as to
how relationships with their partners have changed. The detailed case study on Oxfam Novib and
partners in chapter 7 provides more input as to how the framework influences the larger
partnership system.
A limitation of the chapter is that at the time that 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 Programme’ to triangulate findings (see
also appendix E).
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Table 5: Description of participating consortia

Organisation

Programme
name

Sectors

Number of
partner
countries/
CSO partners

Oxfam Novib in
consortium with
SOMO
(Annual income
of Oxfam Novib
for the fiscal year
2018/2019: 181
million €)
Fondo
Centroamericano
de Mujeres in
consortium with
Both ENDS and
Mama Cash

Towards 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

Global
Alliance for
Green and
Gender
Action

Women’s
Rights and
Environmental Justice

Shared
Resources
Joint
Solutions

Climate
Resilience,
Water
Provisioning
and Food
Security

(Annual income
of Both ENDS in
2018: 18 million
€)
International
Union for the
Conservation of
Nature, National
Committee of
the Netherlands
in consortium
with the World
Wildlife Fund NL

D&D
funding,
entire
period
(in mio.
€)
77

Partnership
model

30/43 (+ 324
grassroots
CSOs as of
2018)

32

Provide
funding to
national,
regional and
global funds
that provide
grants to
grassroots
organisations

16/189

59.5

Local alliance
between
CSOs in
partner
countries;
funding
through
subcontracts

Work with
country
offices that
partner with
local CSOs
and finance
them

(Annual income
of IUCN NL in
2018: 22 million
€)
Source: Author’s own depiction

6.5.

Innovations in the ‘D&D Theory of Change’

The ‘D&D Theory of Change’ is the accompanying management framework that explicates the
rationale for supporting civil society, as well as the underlying assumptions of the different policy
instruments (see chapter 3.2.). 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 implemented by organisations.
The framework, which is authored by Jelmer Kamstra, explicitly incorporates social transformative
principles, acknowledging that ‘poverty, inequality and exclusion are caused by power
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asymmetries’, and therefore defines development as a complex, non-linear and political process
aimed at changing power relations’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, iii).
Incorporating the results of several evaluations of previous programmes that supported civil
society (Arensman, 2018; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2015; Stichting
Gezamenlijke Evaluaties, 2015), the D&D framework relies on a number of ‘innovations’ that pertain
to project management (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. 2). Addressing the
criticism of an increasing managerialisation of development management (Elbers et al., 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 Foreign Affairs of
the Netherlands, 2017, 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 the former routine,
this chapter focuses on said innovations. Out of the five innovations mentioned in the framework,
the three innovations that were identified by my informants as most pertinent, 73 are discussed
here:
-

Innovation 1: ‘Working in partnership with shared responsibilities (Strategic Partnerships
for D&D)’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. 2)

The SP Programme emphasises the political commitment of the donor side in comparison to
previous programmes. 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 et al., 2020). Dutch CSOs and the Ministry are not only supposed to
facilitate advocacy in partner countries 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, Hilhorst et al.,
2020).
-

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. 2)

The emphasis on local ownership, trust and partnership in the D&D framework translates on a
methodological level into making use of adjustable theories of change instead of logframes. As
advocacy work is, in many instances, subject to volatile politicised contexts, CSOs are granted
flexibility to adapt their theories of change, enabling them to fulfil their political roles.
-

Innovation 3: ‘Allowing CSOs to set up their own planning, monitoring, and evaluation
frameworks’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. 2)

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 addition, 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 management framework. The

The other two innovations referring to the use of context studies to formulate the country-specific theory of change, and
a focus on outcomes instead of outputs (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands 2017, p. 11), were not identified as
innovations by my informants. They ascertained that these were not innovations, but common practice in most of their
projects, including under MFS2. As the article focusses on the introduction of new directives, these two innovations will not
be dealt with in this article.
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following section empirically analyses practitioners’ reflections as to how the newly introduced
innovations influenced their own and their partners’ practices.
6.6.

Analysis of D&D innovations

Innovation 1: ‘Working in partnership with shared responsibilities’
As previously stated, the Ministry commits to a more equal partnership with the CSOs in the
programme. However, according to a study that maps the expectations of participating CSOs
towards the SP Programme, 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, Hilhorst et al., 2020). 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 II programme 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 Ministry 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 greatly depend 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 respondent, even though the Ministry is more accessible, it does not proactively
request information or strategically consult with the CSOs:
‘when it comes to […] the ministry being proactive for example in saying hey we're going to
this conference and […] this is about an issue which also relates to your programme 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 relationships 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 community, but they are also shared in the
sense that they are learnt with reference to a specific community 74. 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 Ministry and embassy staff being 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 stratifying effect; they
create social order. Yet, this social order is permeable. Although the overall setup of transactional
relations in the SP Programme 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 practice 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 interpreted with regard to the specific situation at stake and the related community.

Here I am not making use of the concept of communities of practice as developed by Lave and Wenger (2011). In line with
Gherardi (2009, p. 121), I rather use the practices of communities as the unit of analysis, to avoid essentialising
communities.
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Practices, and their intersubjective meanings bound up in them, can only be understood from
within the community of practitioners (Pouliot, 2014, p. 243).
Innovation 2: ‘Flexible Theories of Change (ToCs) with room for local adjustment and input instead of
fixed logical frameworks’
The theory of change approach was welcomed by all interviewed CSOs. However, when asked
about the room for adjustment, my informants were hesitant. As the overall theories of change
are quite generic, and because extensive inception studies had been conducted, the need to revise
the theories of change seemed obsolete at this point, roughly 2.5 years after the start of the
programme. 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 theory of change. Interestingly, one respondent said that the theories of change became
important 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 theories of change into contextspecific theories of change 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 theory of change and then adapting it is reversed by starting
the programme and then adapting the theory of change 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 programme design engendered furthermore comments about
the relationship between project funding and space for organisations. As the CSOs take the MFS II
programme as point of reference, they evaluate the SP Programme in a number of aspects as
rather less flexible. Apart from the general trend of shrinking budget allocation to CSOs in the
Netherlands (see 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 and advocacy gives organisations in aid recipient countries less space to finance
overheads. The SP Programme provides a projectised version of funding, which, according to my
respondents, leads to less flexibility for partner CSOs to finance their own institutional priorities.
The common funding history thus plays 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 from other practices (Hillebrandt, 2014, p. 11). My informants confirmed that
although the D&D framework is less flexible than its preceding funding round, it remains relatively
more flexible when compared to other management frameworks. Hence, practices cannot be
understood as ahistorical entities consisting of an innate meaning; they always emerge out of
previous practices (Hillebrandt, 2014, p. 54).
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 II, 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
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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 programmes' contributions into their organisational objectives. All organisations
reported that they struggle to turn the information that they receive from their partners into a
presentable format, whilst 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 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 partners could flexibly determine their
activities and decide which reporting format to use, this would make management at the
consortium lead level very challenging and time-consuming.
What was furthermore stressed by all interviewees is the fact that reporting artefacts are only
meaningful to a certain degree. 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 respondent stated that reports are generally less meaningful than the conversation
at the learning events about these reports. All organisations emphasised the importance of faceto-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 perspective, it’s sort of people write it down, in
these meetings or these discussions, 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 accomplishments, which are characterised
by power relationships, but that they are also accomplished materially in the sense that they
involve objects and artefacts (materiality). 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 et al., 2003, p. 23). The importance that
respondents attach to reflection meetings and discussions 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.
6.7.

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 reality into authorised
categories (Mosse, 2003, p. 46) that characterises the relationship between directives and practice.
Management techniques are never neutral tools implemented in a vacuum. They are always
mediated by antecedent practice, shared histories and interactions 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
interventions are orchestrated play a major role. The ‘Assumptions Research Programme’
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concludes that there are significant power imbalances in the strategic partnerships (Goris et al.,
2020, 31). CSOs in aid recipient countries are mostly excluded from the project design phase
(including the selection of partners) and do not benefit from the provided flexibility (Goris et al.,
2020, 31; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019b, p. 27). Van Stapele et al. emphasise
that smaller, community-based organisations are especially under pressure to prove to the larger,
intermediary CSOs from whom they receive funds, that they comply with accountability
requirements (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’ (Elbers et al., 2020, p. 6). Furthermore, it was found that
programme officers exercise a high amount of discretion in dealing with partners (Elbers et al.,
2020, p. 6). More research amongst organisations in aid recipient countries, and especially at the
grassroots level, is needed, in order to understand the ways in which 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 entanglement of existing relationships and a
shared history of collaboration. Each consortium brings its own history of collaborating with its
partners and the Ministry. An evaluation of the SP commissioned by the Ministry came to the
conclusion that ‘both CSOs and MFA [Ministry of Foreign Affairs] acknowledged that many
opportunities for complementary roles were missed as well, partly by unclear expectations about
each other's roles, diverging interests, and lack of MFA staff’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Netherlands, 2019b, p. 21). This shows that practices can only be understood from within the
community of practitioners; they do not have innate meanings. Furthermore, directives are up to
interpretation and can change over time. Not only CSOs are adapting their approaches; the
Ministry has also 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 Netherlands, 2019b,
p. 26; Elbers et al., 2020, p. 7). As managerial approaches are prevalent within the Ministry, for
some staff members the transformational approach was hard to embrace. Staff were torn between
the roles of partner and donor, with some focussing on supervising rather than on joint
responsibility (van Wessel, Hilhorst et al., 2020, p. 739). Meanings are not only determined by the
social and temporal dimension, but are also mediated by the material aspect of certain tools.
Practice theory has thus proven to be a fruitful lens for analysing the tension between directives
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 determine practice.
Despite the exploratory character of the case study, the chapter provides us with some important
first insights with regard to what we can or cannot expect when new management frameworks are
introduced. 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.
Practitioners' point of reference is institutional funding, which provides a different level of flexibility
altogether. It needs to be taken into consideration that not only the management framework, but
also the policy environment underwent critical changes from MFS II to D&D. The funding decreased
dramatically from 1.9 billion Euros for 20 consortia to almost 1 billion Euros 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 general shift of the Dutch
government towards more earmarked funding and greater policy complementarity (Schulpen,
2016, p. 34).
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Second, management directives cannot annul the institutional realities of the aid system. As my
interviews have indicated, the flexibility with regard to planning and reporting is not necessarily
used (and not necessarily passed on to the partner organisations) by the Dutch consortium leads.
This is due to the fact that organisations operate in a system that requires them to streamline
accountability requirements of various donors, in order to make their day-to-day work
manageable. Although it is the right step to entrust organisations 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 relationship
between the Ministry and the CSOs was characterised by my informants as rather transactional.
Donors would fulfil 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, on their own terms, directives cannot 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, 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 (see Elbers et al., 2014, p. 9). The chapter
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 practitioners 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 (see 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
practices. 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 therefore enhance competition amongst CSOs), work with more specific
programme 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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7. Development project management practices at the interface or why we
should bury the aid chain metaphor75
7.1.

Introduction

‘There is no straight connection between policy and outcomes’ (Long, 2001, p. 25)
A recent evaluation of the Strategic Partnership Program financed by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
in the Netherlands found that ‘The long-term commitment and flexibility that MFA [Ministry of
Foreign Affairs] provides to N-CSOs [Northern-CSOs] is not always transferred to S-CSOs [Southern
CSOs], many of which are still bound to annual contracts, activity-based budgets and strict
reporting requirements’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019b, p. 13). While the
policy of the Ministry thus provided leeway in certain aspects, these freedoms had apparently
failed to reach all of the participating organisations. The academic literature often uses the
metaphor of the ‘aid chain’ to refer to the hierarchical arrangement of organisations in
development interventions, starting from the donor and ending at the beneficiary level (Burger et
al., 2018; Cotts Watkins et al., 2012; Michaelowa & Borrmann, 2006; Wallace et al., 2007; Winters,
2010). In aid chains, money and requirements are thought to pass from top to bottom and results
are supposed to flow from bottom to top. So why did the directives in the Strategic Partnership
Programme not reach all organizations equally?
In this chapter, I take a closer look at the concept of the aid chain by examining the practices of
actors at the country offices and their partners in the SP Programme in Uganda and Vietnam. While
the bulk of the available literature on aid chains largely takes the hierarchical arrangement of the
aid chain for granted and points out the negative effects that donor requirements have on
Southern organizations, there is less evidence available concerning how donor conditionalities
travel across the aid chain and how they are actually implemented and negotiated in practice. Little
attention has been paid to mundane everyday project management practices such as proposal
and report writing and their influence on project implementation (with the notable exception of
Eyben et al., 2015; Hilhorst, 2003; Lewis & Mosse, 2006; Mosse, 2005; Peters, 2020, Swidler & Cotts
Watkins, 2017).
The concept of the chain often relies on principle-agent rhetoric, underlining the rational and
managerial organisation of the chain. For this reason, I examine management practices that are
supposedly standardised, instead of looking at project activities (see Swidler & Cotts Watkins 2017
and Watanabe 2019 for a discussion of the aspirations and the moral universe of donors and
development workers that becomes manifest in projects). In order to contribute to a more
nuanced understanding of how donor conditionalities translate into actual practices, I analyse my
data by means of a practice theory approach. Making use of Long’s concept of the interface (Long,
2001), I shed further light on the coexisting organizing principles between organizations and within
them, allowing me to trace how practices take on meanings, in addition to how they transform and
stabilize. My analysis identifies that directives do not necessarily travel across the aid chain: they
adopt different meanings and do not give rise to uniform practices. I therefore propose abandon
the metaphor of the aid chain, and rather talk more precisely and carefully about aspects that one
wants to highlight, such as funding relations or contractual relations. The chapter suggests
rethinking and retheorising how policy models are transformed in practice by those working with
them. I specifically contribute to the anthropology of public policy, the anthropology of
development and to the recent body of literature dealing with adaptive management.
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To achieve this aim, I first review the available literature on aid chains identifying five assumptions
that are commonly used to illustrate their operation. I then present practice theory as the
theoretical backbone of the paper and illustrate our use of Long’s interface approach. In the
empirical section I introduce our research design, methods and case study. I successively analyse
our data in line with the assumptions on the aid chain derived from the literature. The chapter
closes with a discussion of the findings in relation to the aid chain and a conclusion.
7.2.

Characteristics of the aid chain

While the concept of the aid chain is used extensively in publications, it is largely taken for granted
and seldom scrutinised. The majority of authors use the term without defining it and refrain from
commenting its connotations (e.g., Bawole & Langnel, 2016; Bebbington, 2005; McGee, 2013;
Tembo, 2004). Although many problematic terms in development studies have been subject to
scrutiny and controversy (see e.g., the seminal ‘Development Dictionary’ edited by Sachs, 1992 or
Cornwall & Ead, 2010), the notion of the ‘chain’ is still widely used. The term is even utilised by those
critical scholars, who else describe the messiness, fluidity and complexities of relations in
development projects in their work (Beck, 2017, Swidler and Cotts Watkins, 2017; Williamson,
2010). The fewer publications that deal more thoroughly with the notion of the aid chain use it to
refer to the catenation/arrangement of development organisations in a vertical hierarchy. Funding
and requirements are said to flow from the donor via international, national and sub-national
NGOs, acting as intermediary organisations, to the beneficiaries (the exact number of tiers
depends on the project), while results flow up the chain (Cotts Watkins et al. 2012, p. 287; Elbers,
2012, p. 23; Koch, 2009, p. 109; Wallace, Bornstein, & Chapman, 2007, p. 13).
While reviewing the literature I identified five assumptions with regard to the aid chain that are
commonly used to portray its operation:
First, aid chains are characterised as monocephalous, as funding and rules all seem to derive from
one source (the donor). Bornstein contends that ‘The flow of money is typically accompanied by
the flow of various requirements and conditionalities intended to serve various donor interests’
(Bornstein 2003, p. 96). In a similar manner, Williamson states that policy derives from the top level
of the aid chain from where it is handed down (Williamson, 2010, p. 57), while Gerard speaks of
lower-tier and higher-tier actors (Gerard, 2021). Such a view is often substantiated by principalagent rhetoric, as donors (principals) rely on NGOs (agents) in order to implement their programs,
underlining the hierarchical and contractual relationships between organisations (Burger et al.
2018; Cotts Watkins et al. 2012; Michaelowa & Borrmann, 2006; Winters, 2010).
Second, monocephality implies that in an aid chain rules are fixed; a chain does not allow for any
movement or flexibility. Wallace et al. studied the aid chain in a comparative research project, and
concluded that ‘there are real sanctions for refusing to play by the current rules that come down
the aid chain: reputations can be tarnished, money withdrawn, places at the top table of
development debates refused’ (Wallace et al. 2007, p. 164). Burger et al. find that ‘NPOs [non-profit
organizations] are reliant on the preferences of donors and […] this severely constrains their
decision-making. […] they had little power in their relationship with donors and had to follow the
rules set by the donors.’ (Burger et al., 2018, p. 8).
Third, the metaphor of the chain suggests that organisations are chained up, which conveys a
mechanistic image of dependency, inertia and even coercion. If organisations are chained to each
other they can neither move in or out of the project nor follow a path that is not provided for at
the top levels of the chain. Thus, in line with a transaction-cost approach, organisations in aidreceiving countries are often depicted as mere sub-contractors in the literature: ‘deep pocketed
foreign aid donors design and fund policies and programs on behalf of the global poor, employing
legions of contractors and sub-contractors to implement their programs’ (Cotts Watkins et al. 2012,
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p. 287; see also Bradley, 2009, p. 107). Burger et al. go as far as claiming that aid chains ‘are
analogous to the for-profit supply chains’ (2018, p. 2).
Fourth, flows of money and requirements as well as interactions in general seem uni-linear. In line
with such a conceptualisation Banks and Brockington describe how funds ‘trickle down’ (Banks &
Brockington, 2020, p. 718). Other researchers describe how ‘the aid chain involves “upstream” and
“downstream” communication’ (Delgado Luchner, 2018, p. 48) or ‘requirements and
conditionalities almost always flow down the chain’ (Bornstein 2003, p. 96, emphasis in the original)
while reports flow up (Cotts Watkins et al., 2012, p. 301). The metaphor of the chain implies that
organisations are only connected with the adjacent organisations in the chain; this obscures the
fact that interactions also occur between organisations that are farther apart and horizontally
between organisations that are on the same level.
All four characteristics together imply that policies are taken at face value. The metaphor of the aid
chain is a mechanic depiction derived from reports or contracts that does not adequately represent
reality. Overall, it is assumed that ‘inequalities within partnerships are intrinsic to the nature of the
so-called aid chain’ (Elbers, 2012, p. 23). In accordance with this conceptualisation, the bulk of the
literature frames donor requirements and conditionalities as a way of exercising power and so
focuses on the organisational effects of these constraints.
Our analysis aims to go beyond this and falls in line with those authors who conceptualise project
practices as relational and embedded in everyday life (e.g., Beck, 2017; Krause 2014; Peters, 2020;
Watanabe, 2019). For instance, Hilhorst aptly demonstrates in her ethnography of a Philippine CSO
how development interventions can be conceived of as ‘interlocking projects of different actors
with diverging life worlds, aims and ideas’ (Hilhorst, 2003, p. 117). Additionally, Bierschenk
(Bierschenk, 1988) describes the struggle about decision-making power and resources as an ‘arena
of negotiation’. Mosse, on the other hand, conceptualises policy as an institutional practice and
analyses the social life of development projects, oscillating between the diversity of interests and
the production of common narratives that serve these interests. He sheds light on the agency of
seemingly subordinate actors in development projects who, despite their room for manoeuvre,
work towards sustaining the dominant policy models, as it is in their interest to keep the
representation of the model alive (Mosse, 2005, p. 10).
7.3.

Practice theory, interfaces and the aid chain

Practices at the interface
In line with previously cited authors, my aim is to advance beyond the analysis of written policy
models, instead relying on a practice theory approach to understand how these models are
implemented and how actors engage with them in the aid sector. Practice theory can be described
as a ‘general theory of the production of social subjects through practice in the world, and of the
production of the world itself through practice’ (Ortner, 2006, p. 16). It therefore serves to balance
between the conceptualisation of project management practices as solely driven by individual
choices or structural constraints. To reiterate chapter 2.2.; practices are contextualised and
relational; they rely on shared meanings that are constantly re-produced and re-negotiated
(Schäfer, 2016, p. 13). They are always part of a temporal chain of actions, resulting from previous
actions (routinisation) and anticipating future links, taking place at a specific historic moment
(Schatzki, 2013).
Consequently, practice theory facilitates the countering of Weberian-type depictions of project
management practices as rational and impersonal, and independently applicable of the context.
Practice theory reveals that different logics, meanings and discourses are tied to project
management practices (even within a single project). This shows that practices (re)produce social
relationships and therefore have a stratifying effect. As my case study deals specifically with project
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management practices across the ‘aid chain’, I find Norman Long’s concept of the social interface
useful for grappling with encounters between different actors and institutional realities. When
referring to social interfaces, Long means ‘social situations or arenas in which interactions become
oriented around problems of bridging, accommodating, segregating or contesting social,
evaluative and cognitive standpoints’ (Long, 2001, p. 65). Interfaces thus provide the sites at which
I can analyse how practices are negotiated between different actors. Interface situations do not
necessarily imply that there are two opposing sides (even though these situations are potential
sites for conflict), but rather point to the complex encounters between different interests, modes
of rationality and legitimacy (Long, 2001, p. 65). Interface analysis grapples with the linkages,
interactions and relationships between parties and analyses how the interface itself becomes an
organised entity, subject to specific rules and practices (Long, 2001, p. 69). Moreover, Long
proposes to make use of interface analysis to understand and deconstruct processes of planned
intervention. Instead of taking policy models at face value, development projects are analysed as
processes that are shaped by the specific dynamics they encounter and create (Long, 2001, p. 72).
Thus, the analysis of interfaces reveals not only the coexistence of different organising principles
or values between organisations but also within them. This enables the researcher to identify
under which conditions actors’ own projects and discourses become dominant, which might imply
an intended or unintended transformation or stabilisation of the interface (Long, 2001, p. 70).
The concept of the interface has been criticised for promoting ‘an unhelpful compartmentalisation
of identities’ and for being an ‘inadequate metaphor for the various types of exchanges, strategic
adaptations, or translations contained within development interventions’ (Mosse & Lewis, 2006,
p. 10). I acknowledge such a criticism and show with my data that interfaces are sites at which both
commonalities and differences are produced by powerful actors. By making use of practice theory,
I explicitly focus on the different types of interactions across the project and rather make use of
the concept of the interface to identify sites at which practices emerge and are negotiated. These
interfaces are not only the different organisational links in the project, but can also occur within
organisations.
7.4.

Methodology

This chapter focuses on the case study of the SP Programme implemented through Oxfam Novib
and project partners in Uganda and Vietnam (see chapter 3.2. and 3.3. for details). It covers the
practices of Oxfam Novib in the Netherlands as well as the country offices and national and subnational partners in Uganda and Vietnam. In both countries, the ‘Financing for Development’ (F4D)
and ‘Right to Food’ (R2F) thematic components were implemented, which are separate
programmes under the SP. The countries’ cultural differences, as well as the thematic differences,
offered the necessary variety to place practices in context and examine to what extent this context
shaped implementation.
The research is multi-sited and designed to follow project management practices during the
project. The research approach can best be described by Reinhold’s concept of ‘studying through’
(Reinhold, 1994). Studying through describes a strategy which follows a policy across different
locations through to those affected by them (Wedel et al., 2005, p. 10; Wright & Reinhold, 2011,
p. 87) (see also chapter 3.1.). Instead of only relying on one specific organisation or set of actors,
the focus of the analysis lies on the practices of project management within the project’s
boundaries. By covering the entire aid sector following the project management guidelines and
flow of funds, I shed light on how actors and organisations are intertwined by donor policy across
time and space.
In order to identify practitioners’ day-to-day practices, I relied on semi-structured interviews and
participant observation. In addition, project documents such as guidelines, project reports,
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monitoring and evaluation frameworks and outcome harvesting forms were reviewed to compare
written statements with practice. The interviews inquired into project management practices
during design and implementation. Findings were shared with the interview partners and
interviewees were confronted with other stakeholders’ statements in order to cross-check their
views and detect inconsistencies. Document analysis was used to prepare the interviews and field
visits and triangulate our findings. Data was collected between May 2018 and June 2020 and all
interviews were subsequently transcribed and coded with the help of MaxQDA software (see
chapter 3.6. for details on the data analysis procedures).
7.5.

Analysis

In this section, I will analyse project management practices examining each of the assumptions on
the aid chain derived from the literature. By making use of Long’s concept of the interface, I explore
how collaboration between and within organisations takes place on an everyday basis, turning
interfaces into organized entities despite the variety of practices and their varying meanings.
(1) Polycephalous
I find that the project design is not solely shaped by the Ministry’s framework, but is mediated just
as much by the common history that organisations and individuals share. While the global ToC
(Theory of Change) was developed by Oxfam Novib, country offices were requested to come up
with their own country-specific ToC to further specify their project goals. Instead of publishing a
call for proposals, the country offices invited CSO partners they had worked with previously to
jointly develop the project. The project was framed by the project managers in the country offices
rather as a continuation of past interventions: ‘because to Oxfam this is a program, different
projects come in and build upon where previous projects stopped’ (Interview, Oxfam Uganda
country office, December 2018). The CSO partners were also happy about the opportunity to
continue their ongoing work without a heavy proposal writing stage. Finding the project framework
set up in the SP made the inception period comparatively light. The country offices welcomed the
thematic focus of the program, too, as it fell in line with strategic objectives and previous programs.
However, Oxfam senior program managers at the strategic level in Uganda raised the issue that it
was generally hard for them to follow an institutional or strategic vision, as they were dependent
on the funding that was coming in, which was tied to certain outcomes:
‘When you get to the level of designing your programs, you start looking at what Oxfam
America’s, Oxfam Novib’s or Oxfam Canada’s proposal is supporting. So, you consolidate
all of that and feed it into your plan and make that your action, your annual plan. If that
plan is evaluated in light of the overall strategic plan developed for the country office, you
have very big challenges’ (Interview, Oxfam Uganda country office, December 2018)
The country offices thus face difficulties, when it comes to the financing of their strategic plans. For
the CSO partners this is less problematic, as they are highly specialised and simply looked for a
continuation of their activities. The practices involved in the design phase were not
monocephalous: they did neither all derive from the donor, nor did they have uniform meanings
for all actors. The Ministry’s vision that CSOs are actors in their own right, who can set the agenda,
materialised for Oxfam Novib, but lesser for the country offices and CSO partners. They could
develop their own programmes within the ToC, but they were not involved in choosing the overall
thematic focus. While this was evaluated positively by the CSO partners, the country office in
Uganda was more critical.
As has been found by other researchers, interventions do not operate in an institutional void, but
are always part of a flow of events (Hilhorst, 2003, 204f; Long, 2001, p. 32). While for the Ministry
the meaning tied to the practice of designing a new policy framework equals a paradigm shift, for
Oxfam and their partners the design practices emerged out of a previous collaboration. For
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instance, one of the alliances implementing the F4D component in Vietnam emerged out of
another project in which the different CSOs had worked alongside each other but not in alliance.
As some of the project managers knew Oxfam staff from different projects, they proposed to
continue the alliance’s work as part of the SP programme. In addition, in both Uganda and Vietnam,
the F4D’s approach of working with community groups built upon previous projects during which
these groups had been founded. This shows that practices are routinised and are always part of a
temporal chain of actions. The project design did not solely derive from the Ministry’s policy, but
was a product of previous collaboration between actors. In a similar manner, Peters found in her
study of a development intervention in Angola that the programme’s decision
‘to form community groups and hold public forums as central activities were settled on
more for pragmatic reasons than for their theoretical promise to achieve the project’s
stated goals. They were quite simply activities to which different professionals and
organisations could agree and jointly deploy’ (Peters, 2020, p.120f).
Beck raised a related point, describing how the Guatemalan women targeted by new micro-finance
providers were already familiar with the proceedings of getting a loan. Their expectations
significantly shaped how the new projects were implemented (Beck 2017, p. 96).
A monocephalous view of development projects obscures not only how different actors are
involved in decision making and approval seeking, but also suggests that adaptation is not possible.
On the contrary, in my research I found that project managers were often concerned with adapting
activities, in the sense of changing timelines and budget lines. Some of the sub-national partners
who had just recently joined the project found out during a meeting I attended, that they could
actually bill the travel costs and per diems. At the same occasion another organisation complained
that they could not make use of the budget devoted for rent, as the rent was already covered by a
different donor. In the end, they could use the budget line for a contribution to the salary of
administrative staff. Smaller changes took thus place during implementation, while bigger changes
were mostly included as part of the annual planning. Even though changes up until 10 % per budget
line (which is quite significant, as there were only 7 budget lines) were permitted without seeking
approval at the level of Oxfam Novib or the donor, common practice was that they were subject to
the country office’s approval. Some raised the issue that approval was too slow in cases in which
they filed for changes:
‘You must seek approval, and then the bureaucracy becomes a problem. I have to write to
my supervisor who should relate my concern to the head of the institution, then the head
of the institution writes to the country office and that takes time. Just following up on a few
things would result in so much time wasted’ (Interview, national CSO 4 Uganda, December
2018)
Thus, it is not only the monocephalous donor bureaucracy but also internal communication lines
in CSOs that lengthen the process of seeking approval. The more interfaces are involved, the
lengthier the process. Another CSO interlocutor explained that the timespan needed for approval
processes ‘really depends on how far away you are from the decision maker’ (Interview, national
CSO 3 Uganda, December 2018). Approval seeking is a relational exercise, which is facilitated by
personal contacts. Some project managers admitted that there were certain funding agencies
whom they almost never met in person and whom they were even afraid to call if they had
questions, which made adaptation very difficult.
(2) Interpretations diverge
While there are requirements defined in the ToC, outcome areas and monitoring and reporting
templates, rules are not fixed and standardisation in a project is never total. I find that templates
and to a certain extent also tools are subject to negotiation. While the framework sets the scene
especially in the design phase, project managers, in particular, at Oxfam Novib and its country
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offices make their own decisions, interpreting the directives or recommendations received from
the Ministry. Apart from a country specific ToC, country offices also had to come up with a MEL
(monitoring, evaluation and learning) plan. While the ToC was a requirement by the Ministry, the
use of certain tools for planning, monitoring and evaluation was up to the CSO consortia. Oxfam
Novib used its own MEL methodology and preselected seven corporate outcome areas with
matching outcome and output indicators, on the basis of which country offices and partners had
to formulate their own outcomes and indicate who was going to be responsible for achieving and
measuring the outcome. MEL requirements did thus not derive from the donor, but in this case
from the international CSO.
While country offices and partners had to link their MEL methodology with Oxfam Novib’s, the
interpretation of the template differed. Some presented detailed outputs and relied mostly on the
given indicators, others structured the outcomes according to years, while again others presented
intermediate outcomes. That the content of MEL methodologies is subject to negotiation can be
further exemplified by the F4D team at Oxfam Vietnam, who suggested to Oxfam Novib that they
would rather use their own capacity assessment tool instead of the one stipulated in the guidelines,
to which Oxfam Novib agreed. Although the interfaces between the country offices (in Vietnam and
Uganda) with Oxfam Novib are technically the same, the research reveals that these interfaces are
independently organised entities. In Vietnam, I was surprised that the F4D and R2F components
were implemented quite differently, even though they were part of the same funding scheme at
the same country office. The astute project coordinator of the F4D team did not start a new project,
but integrated the funding in her ongoing programme. This enabled the implementation of a larger
intervention to which the F4D contributed, to which Oxfam Novib agreed. This meant, in turn, that
she had to make sure that even though the partners submit only one report, she extracts the
outcomes and shares them with the different donors who contributed to that outcome area. It also
meant that she had to look for new funding when projects ended to continue activities. Her
colleague in the same country office who led the R2F programme followed a different approach.
While he agreed that it was good to link different projects working on similar topics, he perceived
the mixing of different donor grants in one project as too risky. Interpretations of the project
requirements thus diverged and gave rise to different project practices.
The negotiations of requirements were also dependent on the relationships of actors at the
different interfaces. In Uganda, partners particularly emphasised how accessible the country office
was. One interviewee uttered, ‘this kind of partnership I think for Oxfam is quite unique. By the
time you reach a decision everybody is already aware, if you don’t implement they will know why,
as they have been part of the struggle with you’ (Interview, national CSO 5 Uganda, December
2018). This particular pilot intervention in the R2F aimed at increasing milk production by feeding
cows with a special type of pasture. However, as the rainy season started late, the pasture had not
grown as expected, which delayed project results. Partners also involved the country office in their
national level advocacy campaigns and their suggestions, for example, as to simplify templates or
receive training with regard to certain topics, are taken up. This experience was not shared by all
partners. In Vietnam, one partner raised the question of whether the Oxfam country office
perceived itself rather as a partner or donor. On the one hand, they wanted to be kept up to date,
but on the other hand, they were not an official member of the alliance and did not take part in
any alliance activities. When I talked to the country office about this, I was told that this was a
conscious choice to foster organisations’ autonomy and ownership. However, the partner
perceived this as ambiguous: if they were not part of the alliance, they should not follow up on the
partner’s activities as closely as they did.
Thus, the data reveal that the meaning of templates and rules is not fixed, but interpretations
diverge and emerge in implementation. While a close relationship that is considered trustworthy
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facilitates the adaptation of plans and requirements, a close relationship that is considered to
assume a monitoring function hinders joint advocacy. A distant relationship that is only involved
in monitoring, but does not meddle in implementation can in turn also be considered a good
working relationship (even though it has a tendency to obstruct adaptation). Swidler and Cotts
Watkins (2017, p. 8) point to the relational dynamic of project management practices in a similar
manner, describing how ‘these rituals of monitoring and evaluation bind the brokers to the donors,
and vice versa’. Their research shows that it is in particular the different meanings attached to
these practices by different stakeholders that bind them together through ‘intersecting fantasies’
(Swidler & Cotts-Watkins 2017, p. 19). As country offices assume both the functions of supporting
and monitoring partners’ work, the interface is the site at which these modes of rationality compete
and struggle for domination. CSO partners are active negotiators in the process of defining shared
meaning of their relationship with the country offices, thereby (re)producing social order. They
strategically decide to what extent they involve the country offices in their projects, which gives rise
to an independently organised interface that is subject to its own emerging rules. The level and
kind of involvement practiced by actors can shift the meaning of the relationship and transform
practices at the interface.
(3) Entry and exit is flexible
While the metaphor of the chain suggests that organisations are chained to each other, I rather
find that constellations of project actors are not fixed, but change over time. For instance, in
Vietnam, there was considerable movement in the F4D alliances. While one of the alliances added
two new members in early 2017 to expand their reach, four organisations that had previously come
together to form a new alliance on tax issues in a different programme, joined the F4D in 2018.
Later on, one of the organisations decided to leave this alliance because it considered the work as
too political. Similarly, Peters demonstrates how partnerships that were initiated in the inception
period of the programme she studied, could not be realised because of disagreement about
methods and personal animosities (Peters, 2020, p. 140).
In Uganda, one of the national organisations in the F4D had to leave the project because
irregularities with regard to its financial management had been detected. This organisation was in
charge of funding partners at the sub-national level and coordinating their work. When the
organisation left, the country office had to step in to fill the void. After consultations with all
partners, they agreed that one of the sub-national organisations should assume the coordinating
role at the sub-national level. The organisation was thus promoted to a sub-granting organisation
and received a new contract for the last two years of the project period. Another organisation at
the sub-national level was replaced by two other organisations. This changed the entire project
architecture at the sub-national level, linking organisations that had previously not worked
together. Organisations are not chained to each other, but entry and exit is flexible. This also led
to the situation that there were a number of new staff members joining. I participated in an
onboarding meeting and were surprised to find that I only knew two staff members, as they had
been the only ones present since the beginning of the project. Not only the new organisations
brought in new staff, also existing ones had hired new staff. Staff rotation is a serious challenge for
projects, as project managers continuously look for better (paid) positions and might leave before
a project ends.
While there are organisations that have worked with Oxfam for more than 10 years and are thus
well-versed in administrative procedures, the new organisations needed more support with regard
to reporting and financial management. The creation of new interfaces alters project relations and
also contents. One of the national organisations worked for the first time with the Oxfam country
office and explained that they felt that their work was not well reflected in the activities and
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indicators in the project design. Over time they managed to build trust and carve out more space
for the topics they deemed important:
‘One of the approaches we used is that every time we had an activity or an engagement,
we always invited Oxfam, we invited all participants and we kept telling them about the
importance of [the topic we work on]. We told them about the usefulness again and again,
and we even had a training in which all partners were involved’ (Interview, national CSO 7
Uganda, December 2018).
When I returned to the project site the second time, I observed that this organisation had
established itself very well and had started involving the local authorities in their activities at the
sub-national level, which considerably shaped the further direction of the project. Organisations
and their social positions move during projects, instead of being chained to the superior
organisations. In addition, they are entangled with other donors and in many instances in our
research also with the same donor in several projects.
(4) Non-linear
In my case study, neither reports nor funds flow up or down the chain through all organisations.
In case of the funds, CSOs receive the money from Oxfam Novib directly and not from the country
offices. While some of the sub-national organisations are funded through national CSOs, others
receive their funds from the country office, thus skipping a level. Looking at the practice of
reporting more closely, my findings clearly contradict the ideal depiction of the aid chain, stating
that requirements are handed down the aid chain and reports flow it up in a linear fashion. Oxfam
Novib provided the country offices with reporting templates, which were quite technical,
demanding a narrative as well as quantitative information to report in the International Aid
Transparency Initiative as required by the Ministry. The country offices were responsible for
collecting results from their partners to write the consolidated report. While in Vietnam the country
office gave their partners a more general, simplified reporting template, in Uganda project
managers handed down (almost) the same version of the template to the partners, even though
Oxfam Novib did not recommend that. Some of these partners handed down the templates even
further to sub-national partners. The partners (especially in Uganda) complained to the country
office about the reporting workload and often about the complexity of the templates, which they
found hard to understand. Their suggestions were followed up by training and Oxfam Novib
agreed to simplify certain elements in the templates and give more guidance and instructions on
technical aspects.
Our data thus shows that in development projects with many actors, the reporting practices are
not equally distributed and are subject to negotiation among actors. Although in Vietnam the
‘translation’ of results into official categories is mostly done at the country office, in Uganda CSO
partners carry a significant part of the burden. Most interestingly, the majority of sub-national
organisations, who are the most direct witnesses of the results, are not part of the formal reporting
chain. The official communication by Oxfam Novib in this regard was that they did not expect the
templates to be handed down to the partners, because, on the one hand, the terminology and logic
of the templates is hard to understand for those who do not work within the Oxfam system, and
on the other hand, because they wanted to foster partners’ autonomy. The reason for the lack of
template customisation could be out of convenience (let the partners do the work) or out of a lack
of awareness.
Hence, reports are not simply passed from one organisation to the next, but reporting can be
characterised better as a relational exercise. The final report is a product of multiple iterations of
commented versions that do not flow in a uni-linear manner, but go back and forth between
stakeholders vertically and horizontally. Organisations require information from other actors (i.e.
CSOs request information from the subnational level or other national CSOs), in order to compile
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project results and the higher levels get back to the lower levels with feedback and with
explanations as to how templates are supposed to be filled out. Reporting is thus a joint production
that links stakeholders by creating a common version of project realities. Biruk (2019, p. 204)
specifically points to this performative dimension of paperwork, stating that ’it is less important
what documents stand for than how they arrange people around themselves’. A comment in one
of the reports reveals that this is not only with regard to the lived events, but also with regard to
other project documents: ‘Explain how these norms and attitudes are shifting. It is important to
make reference to the baseline reports and link your explanations’ (Report 5, comment p. 14,
comment 2). Creating such joint project representations is not only an exercise of nurturing
collegial relations, but also an act of sustaining funding by satisfying ‘multiple accountabilities’
(Sullivan, 2017).
This does not mean, in turn, that the contractual conditions did not have an effect on reporting
practices. The partners worked in alliances contributing to the same goals, which meant that they
were dependent on receiving information from their colleagues and also from the organisations
at the sub-national level. As they did not have a fiduciary relationship, and there was no budget
line for information sharing, this was perceived as challenging at times. To overcome this challenge,
joint review and reflection meetings were organized, which helped the partners to relate their
contribution to the larger intervention. Before that, partners had to liaise informally which was not
remunerated. As Peters has aptly shown in her work, many of the social and relational tasks in
development work can be classified as shadow or invisible work, as they are neither recognised as
work nor paid (Peters 2020, p. 148).
In summary, the practice of reporting exemplifies the non-linear relations in development projects.
While Oxfam Novib did not recommend using the same templates for partners, the Ugandan
country office still adhered to that practice. Similarly, a number of actors in both country offices
were convinced that it was Oxfam Novib’s wish to conclude one-year contracts with partners,
instead of longer-term contracts (which was not the case). These practices were based on
experience rather than on what had been communicated. In large development projects, the
discourses and practices of multiple actors compete and not all stakeholders interpret them in the
same way. This can lead to actors personally curtailing flexibility and not making use of the room
provided for as the examples above suggest. As practices are routinised, new practices need
repetition to stabilise.
Table 6: Comparison between the aid chain and project practices

The aid chain

Project practices

Monocephalous

Polycephalous

Rules are fixed

Interpretations diverge

Organisations are chained up

Entry and exit is flexible

Uni-linear

Non-linear

Source: Author’s own depiction

7.6.

Revisiting the aid chain

I find that management directives – regardless of whether they are constraining or providing more
flexibility and autonomy - do not necessarily travel across what used to be called ‘the aid chain’. In
those cases where they reach the different actors and organisations, they neither result in uniform
practices nor have uniform meanings. Furthermore, my data contradicts Elbers’ findings stating
that accountability requirements become tighter further down the aid chain (Elbers, 2019, p. 3). I
rather find that requirements are not equally distributed. It is not my intention to claim that
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management directives and donor conditionalities do not matter; I am convinced that they matter
just as much as organisations’ relationships, histories and institutional exigencies. By rejecting aid
chain thinking and highlighting practices, I would like to contribute to a more nuanced analysis of
development projects. In line with Beck (2017, p. 6) I argue that development projects are not ‘prepackaged products’ but can rather be characterised as an ‘ongoing series of interactions’.
Consequently, policies should be read as documents of practice and active producers of reality,
rather than a reproduction of reality (Höhn, 2013, p. 112; Reckwitz, 2016, p. 256).
In light of my case study, I contend that the aid chain metaphor might be analytically unhelpful and
normatively undesirable as it perpetuates the image of a stable system that victimises
organisations receiving donor funding. In particular, its rational choice underpinnings grossly
simplify project relations by reducing the analytical focus to dyadic transactions, contracts and
information asymmetries. As Peters has aptly shown in her analysis of a development project in
Angola, principal-agent thinking obscures ‘the nature of the social and relational work conducted
by development agents at all levels’ (Peters 2020, p. 153). The notion of the aid chain takes policy
at face value by assuming that actors’ behaviour is solely shaped by directives that trickle down.
Focusing on actual practices, like I have done in this chapter, is one way of highlighting the
complexity of project relations, showing that development interventions consist of a multiplicity of
interfaces and not only between a dominant donor and submissive implementing partners. Aid
chain thinking overestimates the practical effects of single projects, whereas realities for
organisations are much more diverse. Practices are determined by organisations’ engagements in
various horizontal and vertical relations due to the multiple funding sources they rely on. Due to
an overt focus on power relations between international donors and implementing partners in the
aid chain literature, ironically, many of the existing inequalities within the project implementation
system are concealed (see Peters, 2020 for an excellent analysis of these internal dynamics).
While many scholars take the term for granted and might not actually value it or subscribe to the
implications laid out in this chapter, I believe that by using it one risks reproducing long held views
that recipients are agency-free disempowered individuals and groups. Not only the mechanistic
and rigid connotations of the ‘chain’ deserve second thought, also the term ‘aid’ is highly contested
as laid out by post-colonial and post-development scholars (Escobar, 1995; Mignolo 1995; Rist,
2003; Ziai, 2013). On the discursive level the metaphor of the chain has even more negative
connotations, such as the idiom ‘weakest link in the chain’, which again victimises recipient
organisations. The concept of the aid chain reflects an era in development studies during which
reasoning and research started from the West. As many concepts in development studies are
currently being ‘decolonized’ (Rana & Koch, 2019), I think that it is also relevant to examine the
Eurocentric elements hidden in the ‘aid chain’ concept that need to be revisited. Watanabe’s
ethnography of a Japanese CSO operating in Myanmar provides a valuable contribution in this
regard, expanding our knowledge beyond Euro-American development work (Watanabe, 2019).
She found that ‘staff members resisted managerialism, and rationalism was not an unquestioned
framework’ (Watanabe, 2019, p. 187).
Several authors share my critique and propose to rather talk of ‘aid networks’ (Kamstra 2020;
Overton et al. 2013) or ‘aid webs’ (Dixon & McGregor, 2011, p. 1357), instead of ‘aid chains’. While I
am not entirely convinced that these solutions are analytically more helpful, as they presuppose a
certain volatility or even haphazardness and still use the contested term ‘aid’, I propose to use
more careful and precise terminology to highlight certain aspects in development relations, such
as funding relations or contractual relations. I also like Haley Swedlund’s (2017) notion of the
‘development dance’. In her book of the same title, she points towards the negotiated character of
bilateral aid, arguing that the delivery of results is always based on a compromise between donors
and recipient governments. While her dance thus takes place during the pre-project period, I deem
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the metaphor useful for project implementation as well. The dance is so to say not done before
projects start, but rather continues throughout implementation. In line with Swedlund’s work I
agree that we should avoid conceptualising donors as overtly powerful and rather focus on the
processes of aid delivery, in order to truly understand the dance.
7.7.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have analysed everyday project management practices in two development
interventions, identifying how donor conditionalities are implemented in practice throughout the
so-called ‘aid chain’. By making use of practice theory, I examined how practices emerge and are
negotiated in interactions between actors at the different interfaces in a development project. I
discovered that different discourses and rationales compete at the interface, giving rise to a variety
of practices, both between and within organisations. Project management directives neither
resulted in uniform practices nor had the same meanings for different actors. This led me to the
conclusion that the metaphor of the aid chain is analytically unhelpful in examining aid
interventions. Neither requirements, results nor funding move in a linear fashion across
organisations as the concept of the aid chain suggests.
I thereby position myself against the body of literature that depicts organisations in recipient
countries as victims in aid interventions and mere recipients of funding and requirements. Instead
of conceptualising those CSOs as being outside the aid system, I show that they are an integral part
of the system: the management of aid happens at multiple interfaces, by no means excluding
organisations in recipient countries. They actively shape project implementation and navigate the
constraints facing them. By rejecting the metaphor of the aid chain, I by no means intend to negate
power relationships in aid interventions. On the contrary, the analysis has shown that CSOs are
faced with a number of conditions, such as a fixed budget, a thematic focus and monitoring and
evaluation systems that are not their own. However, I also found that these conditions are not
constraining for all actors in the same way, just as the freedoms provided are not beneficial for all
actors alike. I therefore advocate for a more nuanced analysis of relationships in development
projects and especially for an analysis of everyday practices that glimpses behind written policy
models. The approach of ‘studying through’ can help to dissect the workings of policy processes,
and illuminate the messiness, contradictions and unintended consequences of policies in practice.
As has been found in chapter 6, management frameworks do not work as universally effective
policy levers; their practical implementation can only be understood from studying the context,
relationships and organisation of the project’s interfaces. This has crucial implications, not only for
development research, but also for development programming. The recent initiatives introducing
more adaptive methods of project implementation (McCulloch & Piron, 2019) might not bring
about the desired effects immediately, if it is assumed that directives can simply be funnelled into
the lead organisation and the respective practices are expected to follow across all organisations.
Practices do not link at will with other practices and are bound to a specific time and space (Blue &
Spurling, 2017, p. 31).
Academic conclusions often tend to end with new research questions derived from the particular
study. I would like to suggest something different. I would suggest some research questions that I
think no longer need to be posed, or need to be posed differently. I often see questions, sometimes
implicitly, akin to ‘Does top-down decision-making in the aid chain undermine local ownership?’,
‘Does donor preference for short-term, project-based funding result in ‘mission drift’ among
Southern CSOs in their aid chain?’ or ‘Does the prevalence of upward accountability to donors at
the cost of downward accountability to intended beneficiaries compel CSOs to shift their focus to
bureaucratic processes to ensure their own resource stability, rather than concentrate on the
needs of the intended beneficiaries?’ I would argue that many of these questions, either implicitly
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or explicitly, remain stuck in old-fashioned aid chain thinking and can be buried alongside the aid
chain concept. Instead of focusing on how the agency of local actors is enchained by donors, let us
explore how these actors are performing their own moves, and are contributing to the
development dance in unique ways. The next chapter does this by focussing explicitly on the
interface between national and sub-national organisations in Uganda and Vietnam, exploring the
effects specific types of relationships have on organisational legitimacy and autonomy.
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8. What autonomy and flexibility mean at the community level76
8.1.

Introduction

Organisational autonomy is not only assumed to be a prerequisite for organisations’ successful
policy and advocacy work (Elbers et al., 2018, p. 16; Ohanyan, 2009, p. 479), but also a precondition
for implementing more adaptive management approaches (Andrews, Pritchett, Samji, & Woolcock,
2015, p. 125; Wild & Ramalingam, 2018, p. 10; see also chapter 5). In the same vein, the D&D policy
assumes that domestic CSOs must take the lead as autonomous actors in development
interventions in order to be enabled to fulfil their political roles (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Netherlands, 2017, p. 7). However, a recent literature review on ‘New roles of CSOs for Inclusive
Development’ found the assumption that civil society organisations (CSOs) need to be autonomous
to be effective ‘is adopted, rather than explicitly scrutinized’ (Hollander, 2018, p. 10). The
conceptualisation of CSOs as autonomous actors is based on the liberal democratic assumption
that civil society is inherently good and acts fully independently of the state in assuming a watchdog
role, pluralising the policy discourse, representing marginalised groups and in pressing for policy
change (Mercer, 2002, p. 9). In opposition to the liberal democratic view, this chapter shows, in line
with extant literature, that in many instances, boundaries are much more fluid between states,
CSOs and other actors (Bernal & Grewal, 2014, p. 8; Sampson, 2017, p. 13). The thesis relies on a
Gramscian understanding of civil society as a ‘sphere of competing interests’ that does not view
civil society and the state as discrete structures, but takes them as mutually constitutive (Mitlin et
al., 2007, p. 1702; Gramsci, 1971). CSOs are analysed accordingly in relation to other state or nonstate actors active in society.
The chapter thus engages with the notion of organisational autonomy in a relational manner by
exploring how two sub-national organisations in Uganda and Vietnam practice autonomy vis à vis
their grantors and the state in the context of partially restricted civic space. It thereby answers the
question how can the relationship between organisational autonomy and project implementation at the
community level be characterised. In addition, it contributes to researching how the D&D policy
affects community-level organisations. The D&D policy does not only offer more flexibility in
implementation, but also recognises the need for an enabling political environment in order for
CSOs to carry out their social transformative work. The chapter shows that despite the restrictions
on civic space in Vietnam and the shrinking civic space in Uganda (see chapters 4.2. and 4.3.), which
are curtailing CSO autonomy in many ways, both organisations were able to carry out the politically
sensitive projects at the community level.
Academic studies on CSO autonomy are prone to focus more on the restrictions that CSOs face
due to repressive states, e.g. (Dupuy et al., 2016; van der Borgh & Terwindt, 2014), or in the case of
the development literature, on the dependency relationships CSOs have with their donors (Banks
et al., 2015; Markowitz & Tice, 2002). This chapter rather aligns with those few studies that examine
the day-to-day engagement of CSOs with state and non-state actors and recognises the multiple
and changing roles CSOs can assume with regard to these actors (Syal et al., 2021, p. 2; Toepler et
al., 2020). The chapter therewith contributes to further theorising a relational perspective on civil
society activities in hybrid and autocratic regimes, as demanded by Wischermann et al., that goes
beyond a dichotomous analysis of CSOs as either enemies of the state or co-opted by them
(Wischermann et al., 2018).

A version of this chapter is forthcoming in 2022 in the edited volume ‘Starting from the South: Reimagining civil society
collaborations” (working title), edited by Margit van Wessel, Tiina Kontinen and Justice Bawole and published by Routledge,
London.
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Making use of my case study data, the chapter focuses on two organisations, one CSO based at the
sub-national level in Uganda and one provincial chapter of the Women’s Union (mass organisation)
in Vietnam. Both organisations implement the F4D project component, which is aimed at enabling
village community groups to participate in budget monitoring processes. The comparison
demonstrates the different ways in which a supposedly independent CSO and a chapter of a mass
organisation navigate relationships with their grantors and state authorities. While the CSO is de
jure more autonomous, this does not result in more de facto discretion. My findings show that the
WU is, not despite of, but due to their incorporation in state structures, enabled to conduct political
and even oppositional work at the community level. In addition, the Ugandan case illustrates how
dependency relationships changed over time. Thus, I argue that autonomy is not of value in itself,
but reveals its meaning in the evolving practice of organisational relationships.
Additionally, the chapter also contributes to the body of knowledge on community level
organisations that have received less scholarly attention than large professionalised organisations
(van Stapele et al., 2020). While my case confirms the finding from the literature that smaller
organisations lack professional grant management skills, I further point out that existing freedoms
with regard to more adaptive management were not passed on to the community organisations
by the intermediaries. The call for locally-led interventions can only be realised when organisations
have the necessary capacities and are entrusted and supported by intermediaries to use them.
Following Bach, organisational autonomy is defined as the degree of discretion that an
organisation performs in relation to other stakeholders and in multiple domains (Bach, 2014, p.
344). The degree of organisational autonomy is assessed by making use of Verhoest et al.’s
taxonomy for measuring autonomy in different domains (Verhoest et al., 2004). Approaching this
taxonomy through a practice-theory lens illustrates that it is not the formal level of decision-making
competencies that is of importance for implementation, but their actual use in practice. While
Verhoest et al.’s dimensions are relational, they do not include time as a factor in the analysis.
However, my findings illustrate that autonomy is evolving in practice and suggest adding
temporality to the framework.
The chapter starts by summarising the body of knowledge dealing with CSO autonomy. Thereafter,
Verhoest et al.’s taxonomy for measuring autonomy is presented and its applicability to the CSO
sector and compatibility with the practice-based approach of this study is explicated. The following
part describes the study’s methodology and introduces the reader to the participating
organisations. Subsequently, the two organisations’ practices will be analysed by means of
Verhoest et al’s framework. The chapter closes with a discussion of the findings and a conclusion.
8.2.

CSO autonomy revisited

CSOs have to navigate complex relationships with their funders, constituents and the local
government that have often been found to limit their autonomy. The development studies
literature especially problematises the relationship between CSOs and their international donors:
many studies report that due to dependency on and competition for scarce funds, CSOs align their
agendas with donor priorities and are urged to professionalise, which is said to lead to a loss of
autonomy and mission drift, estranging organisations from their constituents (Bawa, 2013, p. 531;
Nabacwa, 2005, p. 36; Suárez & Gugerty, 2016, p. 2633). These processes have been found to
depoliticise CSOs’ agendas and weaken their legitimacy as autonomous actors (Banks et al., 2015,
p. 709).
While there is a lot of research on comparatively large, professional CSOs, operating from capital
cities, there is considerably less research on smaller, more informal organisations. Van Stapele et
al. draw attention to the fact that there are significant differences between organisations that are
all referred to as CSOs, glossing over the realities of organisations at the community level (van
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Stapele et al., 2020, p. 6). While larger CSOs are contracted directly by donors, the smaller, more
informal organisations, which often directly work with beneficiaries, are rather contracted by
domestic intermediaries, as they are perceived as lacking the needed financial and management
capacities (Kelly & Birdsall, 2010, p. 1584; Kumi, 2017, p. 96; Sanyal, 2006). This has also been found
to result from the fact that many of these organisations are not capable of writing professional
proposals that donor organisations require (Kelly & Birdsall, 2010, p. 1585; Markowitz & Tice, 2002,
p. 951). Being subcontracted often means that there is little coverage for administrative overheads,
salaries and other running costs, such as utilities, hampering organisational consolidation and
autonomy. Several studies found that intermediary CSOs frequently consume larger chunks of the
budget (Kumi, 2017, p. 98; Spierenburg et al., 2020, p. 14; van Stapele et al., 2020). Even though
sub-national organisations benefit from aid funding by gaining access to larger networks and
resources, they are mainly excluded from programme development (Aveling, 2010, p. 1595; Kumi,
2017, p. 96). While they get the chance to build a track record, they do not actually learn how to
develop and run programmes. Organisations
‘become programmatic partners in the delivery of certain kinds of services, but they do not
necessarily gain direct control over resources (and hence, are excluded from direct
experience with budgeting, planning, managing and accounting for funds) or they often
have little involvement in determining the focus or approach of such programmes.’ (Kelly
& Birdsall, 2010, p. 1583).
In addition, governments increasingly constrain the autonomy of CSOs. Van der Borgh and
Terwindt name five different actions and policies that restrict CSO operations; that is physical
harassment and intimidation, criminalisation, administrative restrictions, stigmatisation and
shrinking spaces of dialogue (van der Borgh & Terwindt, 2012). Buyse specifically highlights the
restrictive regulations regarding registration, operations and funding (Buyse, 2018). He also points
out that not only restrictive laws and regulations impede CSO operations, but also their arbitrary
application (Buyse, 2018).
Needless to say that the particular situation for smaller and informal organisations depends on
the country context and on the kind of work these organisations are doing (for an overview of the
current situation in Uganda and Vietnam see chapters 4.2. and 4.3.). One distinguishing feature
could be the above-mentioned lack of capacity of such organisations. Research on rural communes
in Morocco showed that the lacking capacities of organisations not only hindered an effective
engagement with local governments, but also led to their instrumentalisation for clientelist and
electioneering purposes (Bergh, 2010, p. 748). Aveling found that staff of an organisation based in
the countryside felt that they were less respected by the government and were less represented
in regional fora, lowering their chances of participating in decision-making processes (Aveling,
2010, p. 1593). Thus, the proximity to local leaders and authorities in rural settings might be
another distinguishing feature. In my research, the maintenance of good relations with the local
authorities was an essential feature for project implementation in both country contexts. While in
urban settings relationships between CSO staff and government staff might be less close, in rural
areas these actors might know each other very well or even be related.
Registration might also affect smaller organisations with fewer capacities. In Uganda, sub-national
CSOs must register with the local district government (Maru, 2017, p. 68), which was described by
some organisations as a demanding process in my research. In Vietnam, the preconditions for
registrations are so extensive that most rural organisations are not registered at all, which means
that in practice, many international organisations prefer to work with the mass organisations
(Pallas & Nguyen, 2018, p. 8). Interestingly, in Vietnam, community participation is backed up
through the so-called ‘grassroots decree’, which (at least on paper) allows villagers to actively take
part in village decision making processes and authorises them to form committees to monitor the
local government (see 4.2. for a detailed description).
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Organisational autonomy is also a major concern in discussions around more adaptive
development project management. As stated above, studies report that due to the accountability
demands placed on CSOs as part of the ruling results-based management agenda, many
organisations underwent a process of professionalisation that may result in an alienation from
constituents’ needs and a loss of autonomy (Verbrugge & Huyse, 2018, p. 55). As a counterreaction, proponents of more adaptive project management approaches put the emphasis on
‘local solutions for local problems’ (Andrews et al., 2015, p. 125); ‘giving implementing partners
greater autonomy’ (Wild & Ramalingam, 2018, p. 10) and strive to ‘work through local conveners’
(Doing Development Differently Manifesto Community, 2014), which reflects the wish to grant
more autonomy to local agents. It is assumed that only local staff disposes of the contextualised
knowledge and access to local stakeholders which is necessary to successfully implement and
adapt interventions to changing circumstances. Having the autonomy to use that knowledge is
thus a critical component of adaptive interventions (see also chapter 5). While the academic
evidence on adaptive management is declaredly scarce, a comparative mixed-methods study
published in 2018 provides rigorous evidence pointing towards the benefits of more
autonomously-managed projects (given that they operate in unstable environments) (Honig, 2018,
p. 104). Honig specifies that such an autonomous approach, which he calls Navigation by Judgment
‘empowers its front-line agents not just to implement, or to exercise judgment in a limited sphere
of choice, but to substantively lead what the organisation does’ (Honig, 2018, p. 16).
8.3.

Organisational autonomy and practice theory
8.3.1.

Measuring organisational autonomy

In order to analyse development organisations’ degree of autonomy in a relational manner, the
chapter makes use of Verhoest et al.’s theoretical dimensions (Verhoest et al., 2004, p. 104). Even
though Verhoest et al. developed the dimensions to measure the degree of autonomy of public
sector organisations, I argue that they can be fruitfully used for the analysis of organisational
autonomy in development projects as well. The main reason is that, similar to public sector
organisations, CSOs have been subject to NPM reforms 77, as they are often funded by the public
purse and have been undergoing a general trend of professionalisation and managerialisation in
the last decades (Elbers et al., 2014; Fowler & Biekart, 2013; Lewis, 2007, p. 10). Just as public sector
organisations, CSOs are accountable to the financing body in donor-funded projects and are
embedded ‘in complex multi-actor configurations that shape their independence and control’
(Maggetti & Verhoest, 2014, p. 240). Similarities are especially given between the management of
CSOs and state agencies. While traditionally, public sector organisations are government bodies
that carry out public functions, even if they are decentralised, agencies are defined as semiautonomous organisations that are financed mostly by the state budget, employ public servants
and are at least to some degree subject to administrative law procedures (Pollit et al., 2001, pp.
274–275). While the term ‘agency’ is arguably a fuzzy description78, it is still useful for organisations
that are not fully privatised, but semi-autonomous due to their financial dependency on and
accountability relationship with the state (Bach, 2012, p. 82). A number of authors have referred to
these types of organisations as quango, meaning ‘quasi-non-governmental-organisations’, which
hints towards shared characteristics with CSOs (Verhoest et al., 2004, p. 102; Bach, 2012, p. 81).
The biggest difference between CSOs and agencies lies in the fact that most CSOs are mainly

Characteristics of New Public Management (even though there is no commonly agreed upon definition) include, according
to Hood’s seminal article, the clear assignment of responsibilities, the introduction of performance measurement
standards, an emphasis on results instead of processes, decentralisation of units, greater competition, private-sector style
management and value for money considerations (Hood (1991, p. 5).
78
See Pollitt et al. (2004) and Thynne (2004) for a typology of agencies.
77
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financed through projects and less through core funding. This will be considered later onwards in
the analysis.
The notion of autonomy should not be confounded with independence: ‘Autonomy refers to a
dependency relationship between several actors’ and establishes the degree of discretion an
organisation exercises in multiple domains (Bach, 2014, p. 344). Empirical studies have found that
organisations with a similar legal background can have varying degrees of de facto autonomy
(Yesilkagit & van Thiel, 2008; Pollitt et al., 2004; Verhoest et al., 2004). Therefore, I subscribe to a
definition of agency autonomy as a multi-dimensional concept (Bach, 2014, p. 343; Verhoest et al.,
2004, p. 114). Verhoest et al. argue that the degree of autonomy cannot only be determined by
looking at decision-making competencies, but also the government’s ability to constrain the use of
these competencies through various means (Verhoest et al., 2004, p. 109). The six dimensions to
measure autonomy are therefore subsumed under two categories:
‘(1) autonomy as the level of decision-making competencies of the agency (concerning
management on the one hand and concerning agency policy on the other hand) and;
(2) autonomy as the exemption of constraints on the actual use of decision-making
competencies of the agency (referring to structural, financial, legal and interventional
constraints on the agency’s decision-making competencies).’ (Verhoest et al., 2004, p. 104)
Autonomy as the level of decision-making competencies refers to two dimensions. Managerial
autonomy is the most intuitive category, corresponding to the choice and use of inputs of an
organisation. This could relate to financial management, human resources management or the
management of agency-specific other factors. The second dimension is policy autonomy, indicating
the decision-making competency with regard to the broader outcomes and goals of the
organisation. Policy autonomy is thus a higher-order category than managerial autonomy and
refers to the procedures and policy instruments (Verhoest et al., 2004, p. 105).
Autonomy as the exemption of constraints on the use of decision-making competencies regards four
dimensions. Structural autonomy points to the accountability relationship with a superior. This
concerns questions of hierarchical supervision and oversight by external bodies (Verhoest et al.,
2004, p. 105). Financial autonomy assesses the degree of financial dependence on other bodies.
Legal autonomy measures to what extent the legal personality of an organisation prevents its
competencies being withdrawn from its superior (Verhoest et al., 2004, p. 106). The last dimension
is intervention autonomy, which spells out to what extent an organisation is bound to ex post
reporting, evaluations and audits according to ex ante standards. If these controls are tied to
sanctions in case of deviations, it is assumed that the agency will act more conservatively and less
autonomously (Verhoest et al., 2004, p. 106).
While Verhoest et al. define both dimensions of autonomy vis-à-vis the government, the analysis
here also takes into account the autonomy vis-à-vis donors.
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Figure 2: Dimensions of organisational autonomy according to Verhoest et al. (2004)

Autonomy as the
level of decisionmaking competencies

•Managerial autonomy
•Policy autonomy

Autonomy as the
exemption of
constraints on
decision-making
competencies

•Structural autonomy
•Financial autonomy
•Legal autonomy
•Intervention autonomy

Source: Author’s own depiction

8.3.2.

Practice theory and organisational autonomy

Practice-oriented studies rest on the primacy of practices, instead of only analysing macro
phenomena (structures) or micro phenomena (agency) (Ortner, 2006, p. 2). Even though there is
no unified practice theory, influential authors of theories of practice such as, Bourdieu (1977),
Giddens (1984), Reckwitz (2016), and Schatzki et al. (2001), all describe the social world as
dialectically (re)produced through practices (Schäfer, 2016, p. 11). ‘Dialectically’ means, in Gidden’s
words, ‘that the resources drawn upon in the production and reproduction of social action are at
the same time the means of system reproduction (the duality of structure)’ (Giddens, 1984, p. 19).
Hence, actors (re)produce through their practices the conditions that make these practices
possible (Giddens, 1984, p. 2). Giddens assumes that actors engage in ‘reflexive monitoring of
action’ and are, therefore, to a certain extent knowledgeable about the structures that they shape
and by which they are shaped (Giddens, 1984, p. 5).
Consequently, practice-based studies of organisations are not dealing with individual actors or
formal structures, but analyse practices, that is organisational phenomena (see also 2.2.2). Such a
perspective enquires into how these practices contribute to meaning-making, legitimacy-seeking
and order-production (Nicolini, 2012, p. 7). Practice theorists furthermore disentangle the
relationships between practices and examine how they change. Practice-based studies thus
contribute to an enhanced understanding of everyday institution-building (Nicolini, 2012, p. 8).
Verhoest et al.’s framework resonates well with a practice-based research approach, as it does not
take formal characteristics, such as a legal framework, for granted, but investigates the de facto
autonomy that is exercised. A dimension can only be assessed by the actual doings of agents who
are establishing or constraining autonomy through their everyday actions. Autonomy is not taken
as an ontological entity, that is, as an attribute, but as a practical achievement. In addition, Verhoest
et al.’s conceptualisation is relational. By basing their concept both on the level of decision-making
and the level of exemption of constraints, it does not conceive of autonomy as one-way, but as
question and response. Autonomy is not only demanded, it is also granted. Practices are not only
relational, but are also part of a chain of action, significantly determined by their temporality. They
are sequential and routinised, reproducing social order (Reckwitz, 2016, p. 255). In line with a
practice-based view, I argue further that autonomy is always in flux. Even though practices tend to
reproduce themselves, they are also ‘adjusting to the demands inscribed as objective potentialities
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in the situation’ (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 78). This means that practicing autonomy is, to a certain extent,
unpredictable; its outcomes can only be determined ex post.
8.4.

Methodology
8.4.1.

Case study

The chapter is based on research at the sub-national level of the Strategic Partnership Programme
implemented through Oxfam Novib in Vietnam and Uganda (see also chapters 3.3. - 3.5.). It focuses
on a Ugandan sub-national CSO and a provincial chapter of the Women’s Union in Vietnam and
their relationship with the intermediary (national) CSO and the state authorities.
The D&D framework encourages CSO consortia to explicitly partner with more informal
organisations that would be hardly accessible for the Ministry (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Netherlands, 2017, p. 1). It also acknowledges that in order to fulfil their political role, CSOs in aid
recipient countries need ‘to be locally rooted, strong, legitimate and autonomous’ (Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2017, p. 17). Apart from the aspect of organisational autonomy,
the framework also foregrounds the importance of flexibility and context-sensitivity. In line with
the adaptive management agenda, CSOs are encouraged to use ‘ToCs [Theories of Change] with
room for local adjustments’ and are allowed to ‘set up their own planning, monitoring and
evaluation frameworks’, instead of relying on predefined templates (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
the Netherlands, 2017, p. 2).
The two organisations represented in this study are briefly presented in the following:
In Uganda, the research focused on the CSO ‘Citizen Action and Change’ (CAC)79. CAC is based in a
small town in one of Uganda’s three poorest districts, which is a 6 - 7 hour ride from the capital
city, Kampala. The organisation has 9 staff positions of which 3 are primarily working on the SP.
The organisation started as a group of friends and was formally registered in 2006 as part of a
project funded through the Oxfam Country Office and the organisation Hivos. Its aims are to work
for the improvement of public policy, services and governance, to build civic competence of citizens
and to build networks and alliances. In the project, CAC’s responsibilities revolve around the work
with so-called ‘neighbourhood assemblies’. These local voluntary groups have been founded to
foster community participation and monitor the local government’s spending decisions. CAC
generally facilitates and monitors the neighbourhood assemblies’ activities, facilitates trainings,
organises events and establishes the link to the sub-county and district government officials. At
the time when the research was conducted, the organisation only relied on funding through this
one project that is directly received from the Oxfam Uganda country office.
In Vietnam the implementing organisation is a provincial chapter of the state-run Women’s Union
(WU), which is one of the five mass organisations in Vietnam. These mass organisations are
membership organisations, which are hierarchically organised from the central level down to the
community level. While civic space in Vietnam has been slowly opening up since the reforms in the
1980s, the notion of civil society in the Vietnamese context remains contested, due to its
oppositional character that could potentially challenge the one-party state. Official registration of
domestic CSOs is a challenge and a privilege reserved for only a few well-connected, professional
and mostly urban organisations that work largely in a non-confrontational manner (see also
chapter 4.2.) (Pallas & Nguyen, 2018). Due to its organisational capacities, outreach down to the
community level and its good relations with the local government, the WU 80 has emerged as a key
Interviewees wished to remain anonymous. That is why a pseudonym is used for the organisation in Uganda and the
exact locations of the organisations, including the provincial Women’s Union, are not disclosed. For the same reason the
name of the Vietnamese intermediary is not provided.
80
Generally, the Women’s Union offers trainings, social and financial support schemes, counselling and mass education.
With a membership of 51 % of all eligible women (which is equal to 13 million women), Vietnam has the highest participation
79
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partner for development activities and assumes a number of civil society functions, such as
awareness raising, lobbying and advocacy and service delivery. While mass organisations are
tightly controlled by the party at the central level, the community level is a lot more independent
(among the mass organisations the Women’s Union is known for having the strongest civil society
orientation). Some analysts therefore classify mass organisations as CSOs, while others stress at
least their hybrid character (Wells-Dang, 2014, p. 165).
The provincial WU under study is an 11-hour drive away from Vietnam’s capital Hanoi and the
province in which it is located fares among the poorest third of all Vietnamese provinces. The WU
has 20 paid staff members and coordinates the work of the district, ward and village chapters of
the WU. The project is led by one coordinator, who is working closely with the lower level chapters
of the WU. The funding is received through a CSO based in Hanoi, who chose to work with this WU
due to positive prior experience and the fact that the provincial authorities are open towards new
initiatives and willing to address good governance issues. Similar to Uganda, the project revolves
around the mobilisation of community groups, who are empowered and trained to monitor local
budget processes and organise public dialogues.
8.4.2.

Data collection and analysis

The chapter focuses on data collected at the sub-national level among the WU in Vietnam and CAC
in Uganda, their intermediaries and the community groups with whom they work. Project
managers were interviewed at the national and sub-national level, whereas group interviews were
held with community groups. The sub-national organisations’ budget and activity plan were used
to prepare the interviews and triangulate the interview data. Additionally, field visits provided
opportunities for participant observation of practices, such as activity planning and coordination,
while taking part in project activities and meetings. Data on the sub-national level in Vietnam was
collected in collaboration with a Vietnamese research assistant due to language barriers and
accessibility issues. Interviews were transcribed and coded by means of the software MaxQDA. The
coding scheme relied on practices, and the generated data was analysed according to Verhoest et
al’s dimensions for measuring organisational autonomy.
The data has several limitations. Participant observation was very limited in Vietnam at the subnational level due to the outbreak of the COVID-19 virus, as well as government constraints. As the
principal researcher could not enter Vietnam again, data was mostly collected by the research
assistant (see chapter 3.4. for a reflection on the data collection phase in Vietnam and the
collaboration with a research assistant). However, both researchers were in close contact during
the research process in order to ensure that the research process was conducted in a comparable
manner as in Uganda. Furthermore, due to the small number of countries and organisations in the
case study, it is difficult to generalise findings. More research is needed among a variety of CSOs
to further examine organisational autonomy at this level.

in women’s groups worldwide (Waibel and Glück, 2013, p. 344). In each district capital, the Women’s Union is represented
through a district office, and the district is in charge of coordinating the communal branches of the Women’s Union. On the
commune level, except for the chairwoman, all other (leadership) positions are assumed by volunteers (Waibel and Glück,
2013, p. 350). Groups and clubs can be centred on a large variety of themes, ranging from poetry and folk music clubs to
loan and credit groups, business women groups and household affairs groups (Waibel and Glück, 2013, p. 352). Many of
the local activities are aimed at poverty reduction, such as micro-credit schemes or vocational training offers aimed at
empowering women to start their own businesses (Waibel and Glück, 2013, p. 354). In addition, the Women’s Union offers
a support structure for victims of domestic violence at the local level and educates women about their rights (Waibel and
Glück, 2013, p. 355).
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8.5.

Findings
8.5.1.

Autonomy as the level of decision-making competencies

Managerial autonomy
At the beginning, CAC was only hired on a fee-for-service basis in this project, which means that
they were paid per activity and did not receive a contract. In the last two years of project
implementation, they were promoted to a sub-granting organisation, received a contract and
gained additional managerial responsibilities with regard to the other sub-national organisations’
activities. CAC designed their own work plan in accordance with the overall programme goals and
the given budget in collaboration with the Oxfam country office. The way the work plan is
implemented, that is which staff members are responsible for conducting the activities and when,
is up to CAC. Activities and budget lines can be shifted to a very limited extent. The work with the
neighbourhood assemblies and the local government officers is done completely independently.
Neighbourhood assemblies were selected in collaboration with the country office.
The WU received the activity plan and budget for this project by the national CSO and there were
few changes during project implementation. For instance, instead of organising 10 seminars on
budget oversight experience among community groups, the WU proposed to hold a technical
transfer workshop for WU staff instead. As in Vietnam the authorities’ approval is needed for
changing project activities, this is arduous and mostly avoided. The WU could decide independently
who would work on the project, however, trainings were only conducted together with the national
CSO. The selection of training participants as well as the selection of community groups’ proposals
and ideas was driven by the WU, even though they included criteria and needed approval by the
national CSO. The work with the community groups and local government is conducted
independently. Other non-project activities are implemented independently, however, for the
most part in consultation with the authorities.
Policy autonomy
CAC is free to set its own vision and mission. While they were not the initiators of the project, they
were still invited for a co-creation session by the country office to participate in designing the
programme goals. They did not have a say in determining the budget size, the outcome indicators
or the financial management system. Accounting procedures are all subject to the country office.
Being a mass organisation subject to the state’s authority, the provincial WU is subordinate to the
central WU and is thus generally not free to set their own vision and mission. They follow the
national guidelines and 5-year priorities. Targets and campaigns are created at the national level
with little consultation by lower levels. There is however leeway in setting goals and implementing
activities with volunteers at the local level, if they are in line with the overall mission of the WU as
an organisation. In terms of the project, the situation is similar as for CAC: after the project had
been conceived, the WU provided their input with regard to project activities, however in
implementation, they are subject to the national CSOs’ accounting and reporting procedures.
Before the project started, the national CSO also submitted the project dossier to the Provincial
Department of Planning and Investment, which is in charge of reviewing it and submitting it to the
People’s Committee81 for approval. When the People’s Committee approved, the project was
proposed to the WU.

The People’s Committee is the local executive branch of the local authority (People’s Council). While the People’s Council
is elected by the population, the People’s Committee is appointed by the People’s Council (for more information on local
governance in Vietnam, consult Nguyen et al. 2013, p. 42).
81
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8.5.2.

Autonomy as the exemption of constraints on decision-making competencies

Structural autonomy
CAC is not dependent on a board or other supervising bodies; formally donor staff is not part of
the organisation. However, in reality, the organisation is in close contact with the project
coordinator at the country office, and the organisation is accountable to them. They were founded
as part of another Oxfam project and are therefore closely connected to the country office. This
structural dependency played to CAC’s advantage when they were promoted to a sub-granting
partner. They are also subordinate to the national CSOs participating in the project, who schedule
their activities at the sub-national level, often on short notice. Even though they are structurally
independent from the local government, they asked district chairpersons for permission to start
neighbourhood assemblies. Including district and sub-country officials in capacity building
measures served to facilitate monitoring work.
The WU is not only accountable to the central WU, but also to the authorities and therefore
structurally dependent. Staff are voted every 5 years within the provincial conference, which
consists of staff and members. As most WU staff are also party members, lines between the WU
and the state are blurred. Oftentimes, staff is elected after having received a recommendation by
WU or party leaders, which incentivizes compliance over proactive attitudes. This leads to a rather
passive working culture, which also shapes project implementation: the WU closely follows
suggestions by the national CSO within the project.
Financial autonomy
While CAC is generally free to apply for funding, at the time of data collection, the organisation was
only implementing this one project. Thus, in practice, they are highly dependent on the Oxfam
country office, and overall, the organisation is dependent on the income of donor money. The
project does not cover all the administrative costs and all staff positions of the organisation, as it
comprises only a small number of activities. During the time when they were paid per activity, they
could not cover overhead costs, such as office rent, utilities and administration; they had to rely on
private loans to survive. When the country office decided to expand collaboration and they became
a coordinating and sub-granting organisation, they received a contract that also included
overheads.
The WU is not dependent on projects, as full-time staff are civil servants. The organisation is thus
entirely dependent on government funding and does not raise its own revenues apart from
membership fees. The distribution of membership fees among the WU chapters is stipulated in
the guidelines and therefore subject to change. Most activities rely heavily on volunteers, and due
to budget constraints, it is not always possible to conduct all envisioned activities. Acquiring
additional funding through donor projects is welcome, as long as it contributes to fulfilling national
plans.
Legal autonomy
While CAC is, legally speaking, an autonomous organisation, and donors cannot simply alter its
mission or decision-making competencies, the possibility of being accused of financial
mismanagement poses a risk to the organisation. If there are irregularities detected with regard to
financial management, the contract can be easily terminated, which could have wider implications
for the organisation’s legal status. The government’s interference is also a potential constraint. In
the past, one of their donor-funded projects was stopped because it was too political. The Ugandan
NGO Bureau and the sub-national committees monitor NGO operations and may revoke an
organisation’s permit, blacklist an organisation or make an organisation’s shortcomings public
(Kelly, 2019, p. 14). For this reason, the current project has opted for a non-confrontational
approach, including government officials in capacity building measures and dialogue. Also, capacity
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building among community groups resulted in some of the villagers becoming part of the local
council.
The WU is legally not autonomous. Being a state-based organisation, their rights and
responsibilities are regulated by the Vietnamese Constitution and law. Their legal status is tied to
the state’s administrative units, and they follow the legal guidelines established by the central WU.
While their vision and mission are not likely to be altered, the guidelines that contain details about
membership and voting procedures, as well as disciplinary measures, are frequently adapted (the
latest version is from 2017, the version before from 2012). The budget monitoring activities that
the project engages in are legally backed up by the grassroots decree.
Intervention autonomy
For both organisations, compliance with the work plan and the budget are strictly monitored.
Financial compliance is especially emphasised by the contracting organisations. If there are any
irregularities, the organisation faces sanctions and in the worst case, contract termination. Apart
from monitoring, there is also an independent financial audit (which is again tied to sanctions).
However, monitoring is mostly via written accounts and telephone. Field visits happen only a few
times per year. In addition, WU staff face sanctions by the authorities or the central level WU in
case of non-compliance with the WU guidelines and party rules. In the event violations are
detected, there are three levels of disciplinary measures for staff according to Article 23 of the
charter of the Women’s Union of Vietnam: criticism (feedback), warning, and eventually dismissal
from positions (Women's Union of Vietnam, 2017).
8.5.3.

Summary of findings

While both organisations exercise a fair amount of managerial autonomy, there is less discretion
with regard to policy autonomy. Both organisations were not part of the project application phase,
however, CAC was invited for a co-creation session in the inception phase, whereas the WU was
not consulted at all. The finding from the literature that community-level organisations are mainly
excluded from programme development is therewith partly confirmed (Aveling, 2010, p. 1595;
Kumi, 2017, p. 96).
With regard to legal, financial and structural autonomy, the WU also faces a lot more constraints
on the use of decision-making competencies than CAC. This can be explained by their status as a
mass organisation that is integrated in the Communist party system. CAC is technically legally,
financially and structurally independent, however, due to the fact that the organisation only relies
on one grant at the moment, there is a de facto financial dependency. Thus, the relative level of
autonomy that CAC could exercise cannot be fully realised. This can be explained by the lack of
proposal writing, financial and grant management skills, which are needed to diversify their
funding sources and increase funding overall. In line with the reviewed literature, CAC is one of
those organisations that used to be hired on a fee-for-service basis only, which hampers
organisational consolidation and financial diversification. While CAC’s level of decision-making
competencies is fairly high, the actual discretion they exercise is low. However, the organisation’s
situation changed when they received a contract and grant-giving responsibilities towards the end
of the project. This could become an important stepping stone for building organisational
capacities.
On the contrary, the WU, as a government-funded mass organisation that is structurally, legally
and financially dependent, benefited from covered overheads and an enabling political
environment. Having the official legal mandate to monitor public expenditure, as is the case for
the WU, conveyed legitimacy and protection upon the community groups and resulted in pressure
for the local authorities to join dialogues and react to requests. The lack of structural autonomy
was, in this case, a prerequisite for implementing such a sensitive project in the Vietnamese
112

context. Similarly, in Uganda, the approach to include the local authorities from the beginning,
even though it was not a legal necessity, facilitated budget monitoring and community
participation. With regard to intervention autonomy, both organisations display a very low amount
of discretion. Compliance with work and financial plans is strictly monitored and there is little room
for adaptation.
8.6.

Discussion and conclusion

My data shows that the relationship between organisational autonomy and project
implementation at the community level is not as simple as the assumption that more autonomy
automatically results in better implementation suggests. Autonomy is not of value in itself; its
meaning is primarily revealed in the practice of organisational relationships, which is an openended process devoid of guaranteed results. Even though the organisations’ relationships with the
authorities and their grantors constrain or have the potential to constrain decision-making
competencies, they were still evaluated positively by my interviewees, as these relationships
provided the interventions with legitimacy and expertise. In particular, the Vietnamese case shows
that despite (or rather because of) the incorporation of the WU in state structures, budget
monitoring activities were made possible. Vietnamese CSOs are known for refraining from
oppositional projects (Wells-Dang, 2014, p. 169); however, the data shows that if one includes mass
organisations as assuming civil society functions in the analysis, there is space for political work at
the local level. The embeddedness of the WU in villages, as well as their political mandate and the
enabling legal environment (e.g., the Grassroots Decree), made the approach a good local fit82.
When the same project was implemented through a CSO and not a mass organisation in a different
province in Vietnam, it resulted in more problems with the authorities obstructing implementation.
Whether working with the authorities will have a transformative effect in the long run, or will simply
reproduce repressive structures, is beyond the scope of this chapter. In Uganda, CAC’s approach
of collaborating closely with the local government and organising capacity building measures for
them proved to be beneficial for project outcomes as well. The fact that some of the community
group members who were monitoring the authorities later joined the local council themselves,
shows again how lines between civil society and the state become easily blurred.
Adopting a relational perspective on autonomy combined with a focus on analysing day to day
engagement of stakeholders thus has the potential to make visible how organisations manage to
implement politically sensitive projects in hybrid and autocratic regimes. While civic space seems
to shift more towards granting apolitical service providers room to operate (Toepler et al., 2020,
p. 650), my case study shows that even in restrictive settings such as Vietnam, there is still room
for political work. The proximity of social relations in the communities under study provided an
especially enabling environment for civil society-state collaboration. Further research should
systematically examine to what extent sensitive projects in smaller communities differ from those
in urban areas in hybrid and autocratic regimes.
My data also reveals that both organisations do not make use of the leeway to manage flexibly and
adaptively as the D&D policy suggests. Organisations at the national level and the country offices
were much stronger in harnessing the provided leeway. This is on the one hand due to the lack of
experience and capacity both organisations have with regard to grant management (in line with
the literature review); on the other hand, their granting organisations considerably constrain their
intervention autonomy. In this case, it is not the international donor, but rather the intermediary
who strictly monitors compliance with work and financial plans. Intermediaries often have little
confidence in smaller organisations’ management skills; this could be due to liability issues or
because of a realistic assessment of these organisations’ capabilities. A recent study evaluating the
82

This is in contrast to what often happens in donor projects using institutional blueprints, see for instance Dill (2010).
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success of the overall Strategic Partnership Programme shows that this finding is not singular: in
many instances, the provided leeway was not handed down to partners, who are ‘still bound to
annual contracts, activity-based budgets and strict reporting requirements’ (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019, p. 13). Consequently, the relationship between intermediaries and
community organisations deserves a lot more research attention, as the interplay between
capacity (building), trust and monitoring crucially determines the success of adaptive interventions.
Leading locally, as demanded by the adaptive management agenda, requires not only intervention
autonomy, but also policy autonomy (Honig, 2018, p. 16). The fact that the centralised structures
of the WU as a mass organisation do not allow for direct input, points to certain limits of adaptive
management in autocratic regimes. Even though CAC was at least consulted in the programme
design phase, programme choices were also considerably filtered through intermediaries in their
case. This again shows that organisations need, first and foremost, capacities to turn their de jure
autonomy into a de facto autonomy. While Verhoest et al.’s framework has proven useful in this
regard, as it takes into account the potential constraints on making use of certain de jure
competencies, practice theory adds to that by further shifting the focus on how these dimensions
actually play out in practice and how certain competencies are used, not used, or can be used in
relation to funding agencies. It also adds a temporal, processual dimension to the rather static
framework: the example of CAC illustrates that practicing autonomy is an ongoing process that
changes over time and whose meaning is bound to change. When the organisation was promoted
to a sub-granting organisation, they finally received a contract, which might also strengthen their
grant management capacities and result in more intervention autonomy in the long run. The
relative dependency on the grantor (structural autonomy) acquired thus another meaning and
became an asset when the organisation was promoted in such a manner. This shows again that
dependency relationships do not have fixed meanings. While my analysis suggests that improved
capacities would enable the organisations to carve out more space in implementation, another
reading would be that organisations intentionally restrict their own space. Research has shown
that ‘self-regulation practices are not necessarily a response to a specific dependency or funding
requirement, as much as they are related to opportunities to engage and build better and mutually
beneficial relations’ (AbouAssi & Bies, 2018, p. 1594). Similarly, Swidler and Cotts Watkins (2017, p.
202) contend that relations between development organisations in Africa often resemble patronclient relationships, serving both parties through the creation of ties of ‘reciprocal dependence’.
Apart from the processual dimension, there was another aspect that I found missing in Verhoest
et al.’s framework: the superior’s dependency on the implementing agency. It is striking that in
both cases the grantors had few alternatives to collaborate with a different organisation. In
Vietnam, the WU brings a unique network of volunteers down to the village level and also has
governmental support, while in Uganda, the national CSO needs a sub-national partner who
speaks the local languages and builds trusting relationships with local leaders and villagers. Thus,
the intervention’s success crucially depends on collaboration with the sub-national level, which
results in a relative bargaining power of the community organisations. For instance, in Uganda staff
of CSOs were not always available for project activities or during meetings as they were only
temporarily involved in the project, which was tolerated. As has been shown in chapter 7,
organisations are not mere recipients of aid, but rather play an active part in negotiating aid
relations.
Donors should thus invest in long-term relationships with sub-national organisations and support
their capacity building, especially if they want to introduce more adaptive forms of management,
which require local leadership. The interesting question is whether starting such a process of
professionalisation would then lead to an estrangement from the beneficiaries or members, as
has often been claimed in the literature. This case study indicates that both organisations currently
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cannot fully act on behalf of the beneficiaries, due to a lack of capacity, accountability requirements
and state repression preventing the organisation from leading and adapting the intervention to
local needs. From this point of view, it does not seem reasonable to keep marginalising small
organisations just to preserve their assumed authenticity. In order to realise another way, one that
gives sub-national organisations the room to thrive and to professionalise without absorbing them
in the isomorphic accountability machine, donors would have to let go of many of the existing
accountability requirements (especially financial accountability) and change their perception of
professionalisation. While professionalisation is currently mostly framed in management terms,
an organisation’s capacity to fulfil their mission and/or working with the beneficiaries (thus, content
related-criteria!) is hardly captured (if at all through indicators with limited explanatory power). In
an ideal world, donors, intermediary CSOs and sub-national CSOs would work on a management
system together that serves everyone’s needs and is more catered towards content and trust than
form and control. The ideas of adaptive management could serve as guiding principles in this
respect.
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9. Concluding chapter: on the depoliticisation of adaptive management83
Having scrutinised the relationship between management frameworks and practice, this
concluding chapter starts by presenting this thesis’ three major findings. On the basis of these
findings, the role of policy as just one mediator of practice is discussed in light of the
anthropological literature on development policy. Subsequently, the chapter sets out to explore
the transformative potential of adaptive management. By doing this, the chapter presents an
entirely new argument, instead of simply reiterating and reflecting on the research (a research
summary can be found in the appendix F). To this end, the adaptive management agenda is
scrutinised with regard to its political content. Not only my data, but also the recent multistakeholder initiative called GLAM, suggests that adaptive management can easily be fitted into a
technical agenda around aid effectiveness. The remainder of the chapter expands on this
argument of the depoliticisation of the adaptive management agenda and compares this process
to the decline of the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and the persistence of managerialism,
connecting my findings to the larger policy developments concerning aid effectiveness at
international fora (see Brown, 2020; Dijkstra & Komives, 2011; Hyden, 2008: Mawdsley et al., 2014,
for an elaboration on the declining significance of most of the Paris principles). Subsequently, some
reflections on the use of practice theory within this thesis and the theoretical contributions this
thesis makes are presented. Finally, further avenues for research are proposed, my findings are
compared to existing research on the ‘D&D Theory of Change’ and policy recommendations are
advanced. The chapter closes with concluding remarks on the future of adaptive management and
its meaning for CSOs.
9.1.

Major findings

There are three major findings with regard to the implementation of management frameworks in
practice emerging from this thesis that will be shortly presented in the following:
(1) Policies in the form of (adaptive) management approaches and resulting directives do not
necessarily reach all project partners.
The overall ‘D&D Theory of Change’ published by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was mainly
engaged with at the lead partner level. These policy ideas were then selectively integrated into
operational frameworks, such as thematic or country-level theories of change, reporting templates,
and monitoring and evaluation schemes, which means that some of the ideas got lost in translation
and never reached the partner organisations. A comprehensive evaluation of the overall SP
Programme came to the same conclusion (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019a,
p. 17).
The policy idea of ‘working in partnership with shared responsibilities’ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs
of the Netherlands, 2017, p. 2) led to improved relations between lead partners and the Ministry
(donor) and, in some cases, more coordination between Dutch embassies and the Oxfam Country
Offices, but this did not have any repercussions on CSO partners. When asked about partnerships,
CSOs all uttered that their partnership was with Oxfam and not with the donor or the Dutch
Government. Another directive, which stated that the theory of change was supposed to be
developed jointly with partners, was decidedly not implemented by one consortium lead, as the
lead wanted CSO partners to have space for their own activities, not limit them to a global theory
of change. Policy notions were also used as legitimising devices and as claims. For instance, when
the Ministry changed its practices by demanding reporting against key indicators, which is against
the policy framework, one of the organisations refused to comply.
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Hence, policy ideas, such as partnership, flexibility, and autonomy that are underpinned by a social
transformative vision in the ‘D&D Theory of Change’, did not result in uniform practices and did
not have uniform meanings. The Ministry’s conceptualisation of CSOs as actors in their own right
with the ability to set the agenda materialised for Oxfam Novib, but less so for the country offices
and CSO partners. CSO partners could develop their own programmes within the theory of change,
but they were not involved in choosing the overall thematic focus. While some organisations
approved of the light inception phase which did not require any proposal writing, others saw their
lack of input in the agenda-setting phase as critical. What was perceived by some organisations as
beneficial was evaluated as constraining by others, depending on organisational interests.
This did not mean that the project was organised in a top-down manner, but rather that the
requirements were subject to negotiation and change at every interface between organisations,
sometimes changing their original meanings (Long, 2001, p. 72). They were planted into existing
collaboration patterns and organisational processes. Hence, for the participating organisations,
the programme was framed in terms of continuity, as it followed up on previous project work and
emerged out of previous organisational relationships; it was interpreted less as the
implementation of a new policy framework.
(2) Social transformative processes compete in implementation with institutionalised
managerial processes.
The selective translation of policy innovations into operations is not only due to the particularities
of the shared histories of collaboration and existing practices within organisations, but also
especially due to institutionalised managerial constraints. While the Ministry allowed all CSOs to
make use of their own planning, monitoring, and evaluation systems, this was simply not feasible
due to the large number of partners. It would have been very difficult to manage the streamlining
of the different systems of each organisation at the level of the country office and the lead partner.
The Ministry expected a results report for the entire programme and results data for the
International Aid Transparency Initiative, while at the same time organisations themselves also
needed to report their results organisation-wide as part of good organisational practice. CSOs must
balance accountability demands by multiple donors and constituents, which forces them to
streamline new requirements into their existing working modes. This finding is corroborated by an
evaluation of the D&D that finds that flexibility is often more limited by lead partners’ internal
procedures than by the policy framework (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019a,
p. 77).
Even though the different organisations were working under the same directives, responsibilities
for collecting results, conducting evaluations, or writing reports were not distributed in the same
manner across the national, sub-national, and country office levels. In Uganda, the largest
reporting burden was on CSO partners, while in Vietnam, the country office assumed the major
part. This ‘shifting’ of responsibilities was already found in chapter 5, which concluded that adaptive
practices are often layered on top of existing practices and that administrative requirements do
not disappear but rather shift to other actors. This finding contradicts research by Elbers et al.
stating that requirements become stricter for partners further down the ‘aid chain’ (Elbers et al.,
2020, p. 6), and it is also not in line with the evaluation of the D&D, which found that leading CSOs
in recipient countries have more flexibility than sub-contracted CSOs (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
the Netherlands, 2019a, p. 78).
In addition, there was not always adherence to certain flexibilities granted at the lead partner level
with regard to concluding longer term contracts or making use of simplified templates. Routinised
organisational practices shape interfaces between organisations, which can lead to actors
personally curtailing flexibility and not making use of the room provided. It is not surprising that
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professional organisations have internalised these processes since donors have pushed CSOs for
years to adhere to even stricter accountability requirements.
In summary, operational freedoms cannot be separated from the surrounding conditions and
power relations inherent in the aid architecture. While the Strategic Partnerships were overall
perceived as relatively flexible, interviewees made clear that the move of the Dutch government
toward greater policy complementarity, increased competition of CSOs, and less (core) funding
overall counteracted the social transformative efforts of the SP Programme.
(3) Tapping into operational freedoms requires organisational capacity.
While the adaptation of activities and objectives was to a certain extent possible in the project,
organisations did not always make use of the room provided. Lengthy bureaucratic approval
processes were one internal hindrance, as was a lack of planning capacity. Sub-national
organisations were found to benefit the least from the provided flexibility, as these organisations
were less capable than their national counterparts of negotiating for their own interests and
carving out space for implementation. They were used to sole implementation, but not project
management. Thus they did not locally lead implementation as the adaptive management agenda
would suggest; rather, they struggled to implement the pre-defined plan at all.
This shows that adaptive management requires first and foremost a certain level of organisational
capacities. It also resonates with the findings of a practitioner workshop held in Kenya which stated
that the adaptive management agenda currently lacks crucial input from organisations in aid
recipient countries (Yanguas, 2018b, p. 4).
Being no less part of the larger aid regime than CSOs residing in capital cities, sub-national
organisations are urged to professionalise, if they want to survive. This can be exemplified by the
hiring process for a project coordinator for a sub-national organisation that I visited in Uganda:
Staff of the granting organisation were driving the process towards hiring a person who knows
grant management and report-writing, instead of hiring a person who is well connected in and
knowledgeable of the area. The organisation itself had little say in objecting to the person that was
chosen to sit with them in their office; in fact, they were not even part of the job interview process.
The cost of risking another counterpart who would not be able to deliver the needed results reports
was simply too high for the granting organisation. As the sub-national organisation under study is
financially dependent on the grantor, they did not (openly) object.
Research by van Stapele et al. suggests that CBOs access funding through intermediaries only (van
Stapele et al., 2020, p. 7) and have problems of scaling up, as they are perceived by intermediaries
as sub-grantees without financial and managerial capacities (van Stapele et al., 2020, p. 8). While
my research corroborates this finding, it also shows that this is by no means static: the Ugandan
sub-national organisation (see chapter 8) was promoted to a sub-granting organisation during the
project phase.
9.2.

Policy as one mediator of practice

In summary, my findings show that the adaptive innovations overall were only selectively
integrated into practice, if at all. My research thus corroborates Mosse’s findings that interventions
are not only driven by policy, but also by the institutional exigencies of organisations and that they
often function as legitimising and mobilising devices (Mosse, 2004). While I would agree with Mosse
that ‘policy models are poor guides to understanding the practices, events and effects of
development actors’ (Mosse, 2004, p. 663), I would not go as far as supporting the claim that they
function as mere ‘’officialising strategies’ that translate the messiness of reality into authorised
categories’ (Mosse, 2003, p. 46). Chapter 7 in particular sheds light on the processes of how
operational (policy) documents, such as project plans, monitoring sheets and budgets, shape
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implementation in various ways; they are not distinct from practice as Mosse contends (Mosse,
2003, p. 45), but they are products of practice and create representations and meanings. Even if
they do not directly translate into practice, as they are subject to the logic of practice, that is up to
negotiations at the various interfaces, they are powerful mediators of practice. They are actively
contested, reproduced and negotiated, and acting as meaning-makers, legitimising devices and
ordering principles. This is due to the fact that many of the concepts used in policies are vague and
can therefore be interpreted in multiple ways, serving multiple agendas (as also demonstrated in
this chapter) (van Gastel & Nuijten, 2005, p. 101). Using practice theory as an analytical lens has
thus proven useful in order to shed light on the production of the ‘social life’ of the projects under
study (Long, 2001, p. 14). Dissecting project practices from the practitioners’ point of view shows
how formal directives are mediated through institutional and individual power relationships,
exposing the stratifying effect of practices (see chapter 9.5. for a more detailed discussion of
practice theory).
Even though the ‘innovations’ in the ‘D&D Theory of Change’ were arguably not too radical, it is still
questionable whether a more far-reaching policy change at the level of the Ministry towards social
transformative development would have dramatically changed operations. Linking my findings to
the larger policy developments concerning aid effectiveness in international fora, I will argue in the
following that the negligible effects of adaptive management on practice are primarily due to the
managerial paradigm that still dominates the sector, as well as an increasing understanding and
framing of adaptive management in managerial terms.
9.3.

The future of adaptive management: political or technocratic agenda?

There are some indications to argue that the adaptive management agenda is losing its initial
appeal. The number of publications dealing with the subject has been declining, and recent blog
posts raise critical questions about the integration of adaptive elements into operations (Nixon,
2019) and the future of adaptive programming in the United Kingdom after the Foreign,
Commonwealth and Development Office merger (Yanguas & Laws, 2020). In addition, the large
cross-donor initiative GLAM was ended 2 years ahead of schedule in September 2020, apparently
due to budget cuts related to the COVID-19 pandemic84. While not everyone would agree with that
(some hail adaptive management as the silver bullet during the pandemic (Farooq, 2020;
Ramalingam et al., 2020), it is certain that we are, in terms of Gartner’s Hype Cycle, beyond the
‘Peak of inflated expectations’. However, it is difficult to assess whether we are currently caught in
the ‘Trough of disillusionment’ or climbing the ‘slope of enlightenment’ (Steinert & Leifer, 2010,
p. 255). While there are certainly arguments for both, I want to propose in this chapter that it is not
‘either/or’, but that the adaptive management agenda is rather undergoing a transformation.
Based on my case study, I will argue instead that the adaptive agenda is in the process of being
depoliticised, losing its social transformative aspirations.
Competing logics
This thesis has shown that the integration of adaptive practices in everyday project management
is happening only partially, if at all. Both donors and CSOs are embedded in a system that draws
towards managerialism, preventing deeper political reforms. The analysis of my case study and
additional material finds striking similarities to the decline of the Paris Declaration on Aid
Effectiveness that was aptly traced in a recent article by Stephen Brown (Brown, 2020). Starting off
as an agenda for putting recipient governments in the driving seat, its focus was diverted to aid
delivery, avoiding underlying power issues, and, in the end, compliance was completely
abandoned. I argue that the same processes of increasing internal pressure in the form of
domestic aid scepticism and external pressures due to increased competition by emerging donors
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incentivise stakeholders to focus on managerialist and results-based aid delivery, avoiding
questions of politics and power. I make the case that due to the continuing dominance of
managerialism, the adaptive management agenda is thus in the process of being absorbed in the
‘anti-politics machine’ (Ferguson, 2009), that is of being rendered technical.
To recall, managerialism is defined as a ‘set of beliefs and practices, at the core of which burns the
seldom-tested assumption that better management will prove an effective solvent for a wide range
of economic and social ills’ (Pollitt, 1990, p. 1). The broad principles on which adaptive management
relies are policy ideas that can be interpreted both as an agenda for shifting the power (social
transformation/political reform of aid) and as an agenda for changing aid administration
(managerial reform of aid). While the ‘social transformation logic sees development (cooperation)
as a political process, aimed at changing unequal power relations’ (Elbers et al., 2014, p. 5), the
‘managerialist logic emphasizes the importance of realizing predictable and measurable results’
(Elbers et al., 2014, p. 5) (for a detailed comparison of the two paradigms see (Elbers et al., 2014).
Reckwitz points toward the relationality of practices due to their bundling in ‘loosely coupled
complexes’ (Reckwitz, 2003, p. 295). Both the managerialist and the social transformative paradigm
are such complexes that are constituted by an array of related project practices, such as
collaborating with partners, designing of interventions, measuring results, etc. While the
boundaries of these complexes are internalised by actors, the coupling of practices might result in
contradictory expectations and meanings, as specific practices are often associated with more than
one bundle of practices (Reckwitz, 2003, p. 295). This is the case with adaptive management, which
can fit into both a social transformative paradigm and a managerialist one. This interpretive
ambiguity is a potential source of ‘agonality’; that is, a competition for domination of differing social
logics (Reckwitz, 2003, p. 295).
This has been exemplified in my case study material in chapter 6. Proposing a strategic partnership
with CSOs in their theory of change, the Ministry tried to openly address the political question of
power imbalance by basing their framework on a social transformative vision of development
(political reform of aid). However, the dissent part of the policy called ‘Dialogue & Dissent’ remained
mostly untouched. The strategic partnerships focused, for the most part, on complementarities,
meaning that supported initiatives were already in line with the Ministry’s agenda (Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019a, p. 17). Thus, the support of CSOs as actors in their own
right did not fully materialise. The tension inherent in the idea of a strategic partnership oscillating
between social transformative and managerialist ideals is by now also recognised by the Ministry
itself: on the one hand, partnership agreements were concluded, detailing shared goals, while on
the other hand, contracts stipulating financial and reporting requirements were also signed
(Kamstra, 2020, p. 767). For practitioners, these competing logics result in contradictory
expectations (such as being free to adapt activities in an intervention, but being simultaneously
subjected to pre-planned activity-based budgets) and need to be negotiated in everyday project
implementation.
Hence, what remains are technical innovations that propose more flexibility for CSOs (managerial
reform). Even though these innovations are underpinned by a social transformative vision of
development, my case study shows that they are easily absorbed during implementation, which
takes place under the conditions of an aid system that is structured along managerial lines as
discussed below. This is not only due to political pressure, but also due to the logic of practice: new
practices do not happen in a vacuum; they are planted into existing collaboration patterns and
organisational processes, connecting past experience and future expectations (Reckwitz, 2003,
p. 291).
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The GLAM initiative
Apart from my case study, I also found the competing logics in the cross-donor initiative GLAM. My
reading of GLAM provides another example of how the adaptive agenda can easily be turned from
a political into a managerial reform agenda. Recapitulating chapter 5, which traces the genealogy
of the adaptive agenda, it becomes clear that adaptive management builds on diverse theoretical
roots and communities of practice. Although it would require more research to clearly dissect the
political components of each approach, these approaches were at least commonly positioned as
an antidote to the rigidity and accountability focus of prevailing results-based management
approaches and, therewith, indirectly to managerialism (Brinkerhoff et al., 2018; O'Donnell, 2016,
p. 10). All cited approaches consider power and politics in their frameworks (Pett 2020, p. 14).
Political components are to be found, for instance, in PDIA, which stresses the importance of
authorising political environments for institutional change (Andrews et al., 2017, p. 194). This
element is also reflected in the Doing Development Differently Manifesto, which speaks of the lack
of power in vulnerable populations, as well as political barriers, and recommends the legitimisation
of interventions at all levels (Doing Development Differently Manifesto Community, 2014). A
working paper edited by the civil society network, Bond, summarised the potential of adaptive
management for CSOs, stating that ‘better tools alone are not the answer’ (O'Donnell, 2016, p. 10)
and recommending a politically smart or power-sensitive approach towards programming
(O'Donnell, 2016, p. 7). On top of that, the Thinking and Working Political Community of Practice is
obviously committed to rendering a technocratic development agenda political (TWP Community
of Practice, 2015). For DFID, the picture looks less clear: even though a working paper explaining
what Doing Development Differently means for DFID mentions that development is about
‘achieving change in complex economic, social and political systems,’ the focus is largely on how to
improve programming and implementation (Wild et al., 2017, p. 9). However, the paper also
stresses that domestic political support is needed to realise adaptive ways of working (Wild et al.,
2017, p. 8). In addition, USAID with its Collaborating, Learning and Adapting Framework is clearly
focused on a toolbox approach for improving implementation (USAID, 2016).
It is difficult to predict at this point in time how the adaptive agenda will develop. I argue, based on
my case study analysis and information on the GLAM initiative, that adaptive management is on
the path to become a managerialist agenda, losing its political roots. The example of GLAM shows
that adaptive management can easily fit into a managerial agenda, putting the emphasis on tools
rather than on political change. GLAM was funded by DFID and USAID and implemented from
August 2018 to September 2020 by a consortium led by the Overseas Development Institute and
which included as core partners the Institute of Development Studies of the University of Sussex,
Oxfam, the International Rescue Committee, Oxford Policy Management, and Social Impact and
ThoughtWorks (Wild & Ramalingam, 2018, p. 7). GLAM is based on the assumption that ‘processes,
methods and tools employed by DFID and USAID and their partners need to be enhanced, to
ensure staff are able to effectively use evidence, information and data in adaptive programming
approaches’ (Wild & Ramalingam, 2018, p. 7). While the need for an authorising political
environment is still acknowledged (Wild & Ramalingam, 2018, p. 14), the focus is on enhancing
effectiveness, outcomes, and value for money by knowing how to choose the right tools that
facilitate evidence-based decision making (Wild & Ramalingam, 2018, p. 9). The final briefing papers
that were published in September 2020 all deal with reflections on how to better integrate
monitoring, evaluation, and learning into implementation and specific tools, such as contribution
analysis and outcome mapping (Apgar et al., 2020; Buell et al., 2020; Ziegler, 2020).
While my assessment arguably relies only on project documents and does not examine GLAM’s
activities in practice, it still shows that, on the discursive level, adaptive management is connected
with managerialist ideals. GLAM assumes that the right tools and the right measurement are at the
heart of problem-solving. The problem is not a lack of partner autonomy but ‘risk-averse operating
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environments’ (Wild & Ramalingam, 2018, p. 13). Instead of talking about shifting the power to local
actors, it adopts a methodological individualist business language, talking about changing
‘leadership, culture and incentives’ (Wild & Ramalingam, 2018, p. 16). There is no sign of localising
the adaptive agenda by forming communities of practice in aid recipient countries as demanded
by many organisations (Yanguas, 2018b, p. 6). This reading of the GLAM project documents shows
that the initiative does not ideologically link with the social transformative vision of development
which is proposed by most CSOs that define development as a political process of changing
structural inequalities (Elbers et al., 2014, p. 5). Thus, I agree with Pablo Yanguas, who states with
regard to adaptive management, ‘there is a real risk that management buzzwords have outpaced
substance’ (Yanguas, 2018a, p. 205).
The political dimensions of project implementation
As depicted above, my argumentation relies on the assumption that adaptive management for
CSOs is aimed at fostering a social transformative vision of development. The political dimension
of the social transformative paradigm can be described as twofold: on the one hand, CSOs are
expected to be political change agents, challenging power inequalities in their localities, while on
the other hand, this is facilitated through a political reform of management practices that puts local
actors in the driving seat (as proposed in the adaptive management agenda) and relies on
politically smart programming. This is based on an adequate understanding and analysis of the
political context, which also includes the realisation that the intervention itself is part of that very
context (Pett 2020, p. 13). Hence, ‘political’ does not necessarily mean ‘partisan’, but is rather
referring to power relations in terms of decision making and distribution of resources.
Management practices are not mere tools, as claimed by the politics-administration dichotomy,
but have political implications for project implementation, as this thesis shows (corroborating
other researchers’ findings, e.g., AbouAssi, 2010; McCourt & Gulrajani, 2010; Mosse, 2004). I
specifically find two manifestations of the political nature of development management in my
study; the first referring to content and the second referring to tools:
First, the translation process from policy into action is highly political. The politics–administration
dichotomy rests on the assumption that policies provide a clear guide for action. However, my case
shows that policy ideas in the D&D policy, such as partnership, flexibility, and autonomy, are broad
ideas which do not result in uniform practices in complex aid settings with multiple stakeholders.
For instance, the flexibility with regard to reporting was, first of all, not ‘passed on’ to partner
organisations by Oxfam Novib, and at the same time, flexibility with regard to contracting given by
Oxfam Novib was not used by all country offices to the same extent. My data shows (see also
chapter 9.1.) that it is not only prior practice, but also organisational interests that mediate
implementation and that policies at times also work as legitimising devices or claims in that
process. In addition, policies are not always coherent and can have conflicting demands or tradeoffs: The Ministry conceptualises CSOs as actors in their own right, but restricts activities at the
same time to lobbying and advocacy. This is in line with my definition of policies as documents of
practice which are also active producers of reality rather than a mere reproduction of reality (Höhn,
2013, p. 112; Reckwitz, 2016, p. 256).
Second, management processes and tools are political because they have structuring effects. As
discussed in the findings section, the theory of change approach was used for a co-creation process
of developing country-specific theories of change with all partners, but at the same time, the more
programmatic approach (overall theory of change) was developed at the lead partner level.
Processes determine who participates at what stage, which has a structuring effect on project
contents and outcomes. Many of the community-level organisations in my case study were
marginalised due to the lack of capabilities in grant management processes. The above-mentioned
example of hiring a project coordinator shows that requirements, such as report writing, have
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structuring effects in the sense that they trump other requirements, such as local embeddedness.
Existing internal management processes also structure implementation as, for example, slow and
bureaucratic approval processes obstruct implementation.
9.4.

How managerialism remains the dominant paradigm in the aid industry

I argue in the following that the changing content of adaptive management ideals bears striking
similarities to the depoliticisation of the 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, which also
shifted from a political to a technocratic reform agenda. Initially, the Paris Declaration emerged
from a commitment to not only make aid more effective, but also to ‘balance commitments
between development partners’ (Michalopoulos, 2020, p. 196). The five pillars of the Paris
Declaration, namely ownership, alignment, harmonisation, managing for results, and
accountability (OECD, 2008), implicitly recognised that donors and recipient countries were jointly
responsible for the ineffectiveness of aid (Brown, 2020, p. 1231). The focus was in line with the
Millennium Development Goals on good governance and poverty reduction, focusing on optimally
reaching results for beneficiaries (Keijzer & Lundsgaarde, 2018, p. 210; Mawdsley et al., 2014, p.
28). Much emphasis was placed on the fact that developing countries create their own
development plans and are put in the driving seat for implementing these plans. At the same time,
donors were supposed to align their agendas and reduce the administrative burden on recipient
countries through better coordination and the use of recipient systems for carrying out
programmes (Michalopoulos, 2020, p. 197).
However, as Brown aptly traces in his paper titled ‘The Rise and Fall of the Aid Effectiveness
Agenda,’ the agenda did not persist (Brown, 2020), except for its managerialist, non-transformative
components. Several authors have found that the Paris Declaration lacked an engagement with
the political dimension which became manifest in underlying power issues, conflicting goals, and
trade-offs between the pillars, thereby obstructing implementation (Dijkstra & Komives, 2011;
Hyden, 2008; Mawdsley et al., 2014). Expressed in Nilima Gulrajani’s (2011) words:
The Declaration presents the challenge of aid effectiveness as a matter of technoadministrative implementation rather than a problem deriving from the power and politics
within which all aid relations are situated. […] the prescriptions for better delivery and
management of foreign aid are divorced from political dynamics and relations that
impinge, for better or worse, on aid.’ (p. 209)
An independent evaluation of the progress of the implementation of the Paris Principles in 2011
came to the same conclusion, that is, that the perception of the Declaration as a technical and
bureaucratic process should be replaced by political commitment (Wood et al., 2011, p. 10; see
also Swedlund, 2017). Yet, the Busan High Level forum in 2011 did not revive the initial political
commitments, but became the turning point for the final fall of the Paris Declaration (Atwood,
2012; Brown, 2020; Mawdsley et al., 2014).
This can be attributed to two major reasons: First, the large number of non-traditional actors
attending the meeting, such as representatives of the BRICS and the private sector, watered down
the commitments (Mawdsley et al., 2014, p. 31). This served as a springboard for other Western
donors to also back out of their commitments (Michalopoulos, 2020, p. 203). The final agreement
did not contain any measurable objectives, let alone a timetable for implementation, and
compliance with the principles remained voluntary for South-South cooperation (Brown, 2020, p.
1239). The second reason is the financial crisis and concurrent changes in political leadership in
donor countries (Mawdsley et al., 2014, p. 29). After 2008, the agenda clearly turned away from
poverty reduction to national interest, including commercial interest, integrating aid and trade
(Mawdsley et al., 2014, p. 30; Michalopoulos, 2020, p. 214). Hence, donors pursued (more or less
openly) their own agenda, abandoning the alignment principle, whereas recipient governments
used bilateral negotiations to play donors off each other (abandoning harmonisation) and to avoid
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engagement in a political process of prioritising domestic needs which could potentially estrange
domestic audiences (Brown, 2020, p. 1242).
Interestingly, even though the Paris Declaration has failed politically to shift the power more
toward recipient governments and better harmonisation of aid interventions, its pillar ‘managing
for results’ has survived (Lundsgaard & Engberg-Pedersen, 2019, p. 26). Michalopoulos (2020) went
as far as to state that another reason for the decline of the Paris Principles was the ‘revival of
projectised lending and what is called the results-based agenda’ (Michalopoulos, 2020, p. 214).
While ‘managing for results’ referred primarily to country-based results frameworks that were to
be used for aligning agendas and assessing outcomes in the Paris Declaration, the current results
agenda is rather donor centred and refers to results-based management approaches (Lundsgaard
& Engberg-Pedersen, 2019, p. 48). This is due to the fact that if results frameworks are to be aligned
with the priorities of partner countries as demanded by the Paris Declaration, this inevitably leads
to a number of accountability tensions (Sjöstedt, 2013, p. 153). It is inherently political if a donor
sacrifices its own domestic priorities in order to align its agenda with a partner country, and
harmonisation might lead to less visibility and create attribution problems. By focusing on resultsbased management processes, the more political question of agenda setting is avoided. The Aid
Effectiveness Agenda is therefore rendered technical in that it assumes that it is (primarily) the
better delivery of aid that can provide more effectiveness.
Thus, the same processes of internal pressure in the form of the financial crisis, as well as external
pressure in the form of emerging donors that drove the depoliticisation and decline of the Paris
Declaration, also contributed to the consolidation of managerialism. The financial crisis led to
tighter aid budgets for Western donors in conjunction with a discourse of national interest, while
emerging donors exacerbated that process by openly pursuing self-interest and rejecting the Paris
Principles (Brown, 2020, p. 1243). The rise of the RBM agenda and the potential depoliticisation of
the adaptive agenda are both tightly connected to the persistence of managerialism.
Policy ideas rely on shared elements and connections to other practices to gain traction (Shove et
al., 2012, p. 36). Managerialism shares elements with positivism, such as rationality (meaning),
objective measurement (technologies), and universal applicability (ideas). It is thus coupled with
the practice complex of science, conveying characteristics such as certainty and objectivity
(Gulrajani, 2011, p. 206). Its roots in the corporate world and the NPM Agenda also connect it to
the notion of efficiency (Mowles, 2010, p. 152). Most importantly, managerialism assumes that
management processes are neutral and beyond political or social biases (Gulrajani, 2011, p. 208).
There is a supposed clear separation of labour: governments and donors decide upon the content
(policies), whereas development managers are solely responsible for implementing decisions.
Management processes are hence presented as being separate from politics (Brinkerhoff &
Brinkerhoff, 2010, p. 111).
Managerialism’s appeal stems therefore also from the fact that by resorting to a focus on processes
and tools, political action can be legitimised, as its actual political content is concealed under a
cloak of neutrality, efficiency and universality. Managerialism thus works as an ‘anti-politics
machine’ in Ferguson’s terms, depoliticising aid interventions while at the same time enforcing and
legitimising political interests (Ferguson, 2009). While in Ferguson’s work in Lesotho it is
bureaucratic state power that is simultaneously expanded (Ferguson, 2009, p. 255), in my case,
domestic political interests in both the donor and recipient countries are advanced. Not only
donors benefit through the advancement of their domestic agendas; recipient governments also
gain because they do not run the risk of estranging domestic constituencies by making hard
choices (Brown, 2020, p. 1242).
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9.5.

Reflections on practice theory

In chapters 6 - 8, practice theory has mainly been used to disentangle the relation between
management framework and practice, illustrating how practices emerge and are negotiated and
mediated in interactions between organisations and actors at the different project interfaces.
Policy and practice were found to be mutually constituting in a contingent process rather than
operating according to a foreseeable cause-effect logic. While these chapters explain singular
practices as part of a bundle and in relation to policy, chapter 9 has taken the insights derived from
my case study one step further by relating it to larger bundles and examining interconnections
between practices and their elements. The remainder of the sub-chapter is therefore devoted to
reflecting on this particular use of practice theory for analysing social change processes, macro
phenomena and power relations. Thereafter, the overall theoretical contributions to practice
theory that this thesis makes are presented.
Analysing social change
Practice theory has proven to be a useful lens to uncover the depoliticisation dynamics in this
chapter by looking at bundles of practices and how they change. Practice bundles are constituted
by interconnections between practices and shared elements. This means that a practice bundle,
such as adaptive management, is not only constituted by a number of different practices, which
take on specific meanings, require specific competencies and forms of knowledge and materials
to be carried out. These elements are constitutive of practices and cause them to change in case
connections between these elements are made, maintained or suspended (Shove et al., 2012,
p. 14). As I have shown in this chapter, managerialism is connected both to notions of rational
science, as well as corporate best practice. Whereas the former carries the meaning of objectivity,
the latter is associated with efficiency. These values are privileged in the current aid system
(Gulrajani, 2011, p. 208), reinforced through tight budgets and general aid scepticism. The
connection between these elements that constitute managerialist practices are not only reinforced
in development, but also in many other societal realms stabilising its links (Parker, 2002).
The added-value of practice theory is that it provides a holistic explanation of social processes: It
is not only the cutting of budgets due to the financial crisis (economic explanation), the watering
down of commitments because of emerging donors (political explanation) or the lack of
measurable objectives in the Busan Partnership Document (technical explanation) that led to the
decline of the Paris Declaration, but the fact that the constellation of these practices embedded in
their specific time and space related to other practices that rendered these practices meaningful.
It is one of the strengths of practice theory to denaturalise or deconstruct dominant
understandings of ‘how things work’. By analysing the dialectical nature of social change processes,
in which policy and practice mutually reinforce each other, practice theory ‘contrasts with accounts
that privilege individuals, (inter)actions, language, signifying systems, the life world,
institutions/roles, structures, or systems in defining the social’ (Schatzki, 2001, p. 12).
Practices are also always part of a (temporal) chain of action, relating them to other practices and
bundles of practices. For instance, the cutting of aid budgets could only happen in Western
countries in line with a discourse on aid scepticism that is again tied to effectiveness concerns, and
the watering down of commitments was coupled with a lack of shared understanding and shared
norms between actors (Brown, 2020). By tracing the interconnections between practices and their
elements as I have done in this chapter, over simplistic monocausal explanations of social change
can be dismissed. This does not mean, in turn, that practice theory is paralyzed ‘in continual
contextualisation’ (Harrison, 2003, p. 103. As has been described in this chapter, practices do not
just connect at will with other practices; their connectivity depends on the history of prior
interconnections and the specific temporal, spatial and material context (Blue & Spurling, 2017,
p. 31). Practice theory can thus be a powerful tool to analyse social change by going beyond the
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analysis of singular practices to the analysis of complexes of practices and their change trajectory.
The critique that practice theory is not suitable to analyse social change processes is therefore
unjustified (Warde, 2014, p. 294).
Practices and macro phenomena
Analysing the similarity of the depoliticisation process of adaptive management and the Paris
Declaration furthermore demonstrates the added value of basing research on a flat ontology.
Instead of assuming that larger policy processes taking place at the governmental level trickle
down to the project level, it can be observed that practices operate on a single level (flat ontology)
(Schatzki, 2016, p. 35). Practice theories have been criticised for being ill-suited to deal with macro
phenomena, such as ‘the bureaucracy’, ‘the state’ or ‘the economy’ (Coulter, 2001). However, the
analysis of the decline of the Paris Declaration shows that political processes are also simply
constituted by practices and that managerialism creates similar connections in government
negotiations as well as on the project level. While bundles of practices differ in size (in terms of
encompassing more practices and connections and occurring more often in different locations and
at different times), this does not mean that they operate at a different level. Peters (2020, p. 151)
makes a similar point by showing in her ethnography of a development project in Angola that both
policy and implementation work are constituted by largely the same practices, even though the
social standing of these tasks differs enormously. An understanding of the social as flat ontology
helps to divert the focus from seemingly all-encompassing structures to connections between
elements of practices, allowing us to trace how practices change and how practices become
dominant and create the social order that is often referred to as a macro phenomenon.
Practices and power
Using practice theory to trace the continuing authority of the managerialist paradigm, it also
becomes clear that practices need repetition to become dominant and that power is not the effect
of one single practice in a specific moment in time, but of multiple repetitions across time and
space perpetuating links between different elements of practice (Watson, 2017, p. 181). Other
researchers have traced these processes of diffusion, showing how managerial knowledge and
practices flow through NGO networks and constitute links between organisations (Roberts, Jones,
& Fröhling, 2005). Lewis goes as far as stating that transnational NGO networks serve as a
‘transmission belt for managerialism’ (Lewis, 2008, p. 50).
My case study illustrates that managerialism is powerful in the sense of having structuring effects
on the entire aid system of actors; it orchestrates and aligns other practices (Watson, 2017, p. 177).
While practice theory has been criticised for not sufficiently dealing with power, I find Watson’s
reading of power as effects of ordering through practices helpful in providing avenues for
integrating power into praxeological analysis, without resorting to an (analytically unhelpful)
understanding of power as ubiquitous (Watson, 2017, p. 181). Practices are, in this sense, not
equal; some have profound effects in ‘shaping or constraining other social arrangements’ and are
therefore referred to by Ann Swidler as ‘anchoring practices’ (Swidler, 2001, p. 99). It is only by
considering the various interlinked elements of such anchoring practices, such as managerialism,
that practice theory can meaningfully contribute to dissecting how power is exercised (Watson,
2017, p. 177). The focus on practices in my research has thus not only contributed to making the
political implications of putting policies into practice visible, but also to shedding light on the
stratifying effects that development management practices have (as shown in chapter 9.4.).
In addition, the examined project management practices in chapters 6-8 demonstrate that power
does not always operate in terms of coercion, but often works indirectly through the internalisation
and naturalisation (in a Gramscian way) of certain values and practices perpetuated through
routinisation. This thesis has shown that this has tangible effects on organisations: For instance,
by legitimising and privileging certain forms of knowledge and expertise, managerialism shapes
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organisational practices, such as for instance, hiring processes (see chapter 9.1.). The example of
the sub-national partners in chapter 8 illustrates how a lack of these privileged managerial
competencies potentially impacts organisations: those who do not reach the standards face
difficulties in setting the agenda, negotiating better conditions and acquiring funding altogether,
which makes them act less autonomously than they could.
Theoretical contributions of this thesis to practice theory
The specific theoretical contribution of this thesis lies in demonstrating that practice theory can go
beyond the analysis of micro processes and a certain self-sufficient situationalism (Schmidt, 2012,
p. 230), by applying it to the analysis of social change and social stratification processes. The key to
such an analysis is, in my view, the relationality of practices across a flat ontology. It is by taking
into account the situated connections between practices, elements and bundles that change
processes can be traced and their structuring effects become apparent. This requires ‘zooming in’
and ‘out’, thus analysing practices at a particular site and between sites (Nicolini, 2012, p. 234).
Schatzki’s flat ontology provides an underestimated and underused approach in practice theory
that allows to make statements about larger societal processes of transformation without
resorting to a fuzzy macro context. This is dependent upon a dissolution of the micro, meso and
macro level (in my case, the individual, organisational and political level). All of these levels are,
empirically speaking, constituted by practices, and if the analysis of practices artificially divides
these levels, it cannot fully grasp the interrelations and shared understanding upon which practices
rest.
In this thesis, tracing practices at project interfaces in chapter 7 has shown how individuals’
practices and practices ascribed to organisations are related, even though one cannot fully explain
the other. At the same time, these practices are linked to the D&D policy, as well as the logic of
managerialism. By tracing the process of the decline of the Paris Declaration (on the political level)
earlier in this chapter and comparing it to the implementation of policy change towards adaptive
management in my case, it becomes clear that one of the structuring elements for both change
processes is managerialism. Having identified such an anchoring practice bundle is not only of
explanatory value, but also key to initiating change. If stakeholders in development want to operate
under a social transformative paradigm, there are not only new discursive links to be formed,
challenging the meaning of notions such as results, efficiency and measurement vis à vis donors,
governments and the public, but new organisational routines also have to be established. Not only
donors, but also CSOs need ‘everyday crises of routines’ (Reckwitz, 2016, p. 255) in order to break
connections and forge news ones (see chapter 9.7. for policy recommendations).
While practice theory is thus an underestimated analytical lens for analysing change and power
relations in a globalised and quickly changing world, the challenge lies in its operationalisation.
Applying practice theory does not only require appropriate theoretical concepts, but also a suitable
methodology. As practices are all connected, how and where is a researcher supposed to start?
What constitutes a bundle? How can the underlying shared understanding be acquired? There are
no easy answers to these questions, but the empirical often provides a good starting point: First
and foremost the approach of studying through policy has proven useful in this thesis in providing
an object which I could follow. Comparing the same practices at multiple sites is another strategy
that I have used in order to inquire into the multiple meanings and connections between practices
(Nicolini, 2012, p. 234). This requires a methodological mix based on observing and listening to
actors’ reflections and, in my case, also studying project documents that considerably structure
project implementation. Immersing oneself in the setting is surely crucial for developing a shared
understanding, but I agree with Nassehi that meanings are not always explicitly ‘out there’ (Nassehi,
2006, p. 294). In order to trace connections between practices and their elements, it is therefore
essential to also follow actors’ reasoning. Comparing different actors’ reasoning (which is, in itself,
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a practice) gives insights into the multiple meanings of practices, as well as their common ground.
Last but not least, comparing meaning making and connections across different bundles, as I have
done in chapter 9, is a promising avenue for researching wider processes of social change.
9.6.

Limitations and further avenues for research

This thesis has dealt with the social life of a policy, more specifically the social life of a management
framework. While the emphasis is clearly on examining and explaining the effects of management
frameworks on practice, there is less engagement with the question of how to change development
management to serve vulnerable populations. While it was not the aim of the thesis to create
recommendations for action, it would be useful to take this thesis’ findings as a starting point to
explore avenues for improving policies and development management processes. As briefly
explained in chapter 9.7., practice theory does provide a number of interesting elements that can
guide policy making, such as altering meanings and competencies, as well as forging links between
actors and practices (Shove et al., 2012, p. 139). Chapter 9.7. suggests a number of guiding
questions for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, lead partners and implementing partners that could
help proceed on this path and build on an understanding of development management as
politically smart.
There is a lack of research that operationalises such a practice-based approach for policy making
that perceives change as emerging and incremental. To this end, it would be useful in future
research to focus in more detail on how elements circulate between practices and specifically how
certain practices become dominant. The identification and analysis of ‘anchoring practices’ should
therefore receive more attention. For instance, Swidler hypothesises that practices become more
persistent when they constitute social relationships (Swidler, 2001, p. 95). This claim could be an
interesting starting point for further research.
While this thesis has uncovered the political and moral dimension of development management
and policy making, it has not fully addressed the implications of implementing adaptive
management in a politically smart way. There is a clear tension between supporting pro-poor
reformers and respecting the principle of alignment and sovereignty of national governments. If
donors would like to proceed on this path, it would be important to deal more thoroughly with the
ethical and normative underpinnings of development interventions and management, both
practically and academically (as in Engberg-Pedersen et al., 2017; Quarles van Ufford & Giri, 2003).
On the empirical level, there is not only a scarcity of studies on community-level organisations, but
also on stakeholder relationships in aid recipient countries. This research has shown that policies
do not reach all project stakeholders alike, therefore, future research should dive more deeply into
the functioning of working relationships of coalitions, intermediaries and grassroots organisations.
Instead of only focusing on inequalities in donor-recipient funding relationships, funding
relationships within recipient countries also need to be scrutinised more thoroughly. Multi-sited
research and the approach of ‘studying through’ are very well suited to trace a range of actors’
practices.
Focusing on reform processes within donor organisations could be another interesting angle. As
has been found in chapter 5, implementing adaptive projects through field offices while the
operations at headquarters remain rigid poses an obstacle to mainstreaming adaptive
management. While this thesis suggests that adaptive pilot projects are hard to implement in rigid
organisations, such pilots could potentially provide an impetus to reform organisations from the
bottom. Again, a holistic perspective is needed to examine not only the integration into donor
operations, but also its implementation through field offices, CSOs or contractors.
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In any event, further research should continue scrutinising the adaptive agenda, its underpinnings,
implementation and institutionalisation. As depicted in chapter 5, so far the evidence base on
adaptive projects in practice remains scarce. In particular, its potentials for CSOs should be
examined further: the question to what extent adaptive management can contribute to fostering
a more socially transformative vision of development especially amongst CSOs has not been
answered as of yet. My findings suggest that the supposed tension between accountability to
constituents and an unhealthy professionalisation/donor dependency amongst CSOs is not solely
donor-driven as is often claimed. This needs further scrutiny, be that in conjunction with adaptive
management or not.
In terms of practice theory, more research that leaves the theory’s comfortable niche of analysing
micro-level processes would be desirable. Engaging with wider societal change processes and
dealing with power relationships would exploit the theory’s potentials more effectively and
considerably raise the significance of practice theory for the social sciences. To this end, studies
are needed that operationalise and theorise the analysis of connections between practices and
their elements. In addition, there should be more research into how to operationalise practice
theory methodologically. The tension of how to study the material, embodied, temporal and tacit
dimensions of practices simultaneously (or at least in one research project) as depicted in chapter
9.5. has not been sufficiently addressed in this thesis and beyond.
Apart from the limitations with regard to the practical aspects of implementing adaptive
management and the operationalisation of practice theory, my thesis has three methodological
limitations that I would like to mention (see also chapter 3.8.). The most important one is the limited
time I could spend in each country, which results from the multi-sited nature of this study. To
complement my findings, I would recommend conducting research on adaptive management
through other methods, such as long-term ethnographic fieldwork or surveys. Long-term
ethnographic fieldwork could also contribute to examining management processes in relation to
individual dispositions, such as class, gender and ethnicity, about which my thesis remains silent.
How these dispositions influence and are influenced by project management implementation,
remains an interesting research caveat that goes beyond the scope of this thesis. Merging
intersectionality and practice theory could be one promising avenue for analysing processes of
social differentiation that create dominant social orders through project management.
Lastly, as my research neither compares the implementation of the SP through several lead
partners nor an adaptive project with a non-adaptive one, the case study design does not allow for
a classification of the case in the spectrum of the SP or overall adaptive interventions. Therefore,
it would be useful to utilise surveys to generate comparative insights into adaptive management
in a larger number of countries, projects, organisations and variety of funding sources. It would be
especially interesting to compare whether the variance between donor programmes is bigger than
the implementation variance observed in this study among partner organisations. To this end, it
would be useful to design comparative research projects dealing with multiple donors.
Comparative research on different adaptive approaches would also yield important insights into
the functioning of adaptive management on the ground.
9.7.

Policy recommendations

While social theories in general should not be mistaken as leading to a guide for action, practice
theory offers a number of insights that are relevant to policy making (Shove et al., 2012, p. 139).
Policy analysts rely mostly on an instrumental view of change, building on cause-effect-models for
inducing change in individuals’ attitudes, behaviour and choice. The primary unit of analysis is the
individual (Shove et al., 2012, 143f). In contrast, practice theory sheds light on the emergent nature
of change, recognising that policies ‘do not work as abstract measures but as historically specific
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moves within a landscape of possibilities that is […] always in transition’ (Shove et al., 2012, p. 145).
Policy making in line with practice theory is thus based on the assumption that change processes
are incremental and limited by historical and cultural specificity (Shove et al., 2012, 143f). Instead
of providing incentives or sanctions to individuals to induce behavioural change, policy making in
line with practice theory would start by altering the elements and linkages between practices, as
well as the meaning attached to practices. It aims at restructuring institutions and ways of life
(options and possibilities) in a systemic way, including a variety of actors (Shove et al., 2012, p. 163).
This does not only mean altering competences of actors, as well as material and symbolic aspects
of practices, but intentionally forging relationships between actors that enhance the circulation of
desirable practices in a culturally specific manner (Shove et al., 2012, p. 160). This means starting
from the elements of practices that are already in place in a specific locality (Shove et al., 2012,
p. 155).
In this sense, the following policy recommendations are not to be seen as blue prints, but rather
as food for thought. Important elements of practices that deserve particular consideration for
implementing adaptive project management have been identified below for each stakeholder
group in the form of questions. By engaging with these questions, organisations can embark on
the process of altering policies and practices.
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands
Embrace the political side of management, in order to counter the risk of a managerialisation of the
management framework
Continue dialogue about social transformative and adaptive development management, involving
not only all departments, but also CSOs (including actors from partner organisations in aid
recipient countries) and researchers. A joint debate on what ‘leading from the South’ could mean
in the context of the policy framework would be useful, discussing questions such as: What
constraints are there from the Ministry’s end to shift the power, for instance, with regard to agenda
setting, flexibilisation of requirements and core funding to CSOs? Which requirements are nonnegotiable? Which constraints keep partners from becoming more adaptive? To what extent is the
Ministry accountable to partners? Which communication channels foster more intense
collaboration? To what extent do partners desire the Ministry’s support (dialogue) and in which
areas do partners need more space (dissent)?
Lead partners
Face one’s own organisational constraints, in order to counter institutionalised managerial practices
Not only donor requirements, but also internal constraints keep organisations from becoming
more adaptive. Lead partners therefore need to find out to what extent their internal
organisational structures allow for adaptive practices. This involves questions such as: are there
bottom-up processes in place which ensure that agenda setting is a collaborative process that
involves all partners, including the sub-national level? How can all partners be involved as early as
possible in the project design phase? How can it be ensured that leadership is not captured by a
few individuals or organisations, and more informal organisations are also considered? Which
trade-offs exist between outcomes and indicators defined by partners and corporate
outcomes/indicators? What hinders the organisation from granting maximum flexibility with
regard to activity and financial plans to partners? How can partners be supported in becoming
more autonomous with regard to activity and financial planning and fundraising? How can paperwork be reduced? Which existing adaptive practices can be built upon in partner organisations?
How can decision making become more decentralised? How can accountability to constituents be
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improved? What are the roles and complementarities that lead organisations and their partners
assume?
Implementing partners
Strengthen organisational capacities and support sub-national organisations in order to enable partners
to set the agenda and lead
In order to gain more autonomy and leverage with regard to donors, organisations need to invest
in organisational capacities, in particular fundraising capacities (diversifying funding sources).
Questions that need to be dealt with are: How can it be ensured that organisations’ overheads are
covered? How can core funding be acquired to allow for long-term planning? How can
organisations (especially sub-national ones) be supported in enhancing their financial and grant
management capacities? How can we ensure compliant financial management? How can
complementarities between more mature organisations and organisations with grassroots ties be
leveraged? How can be ensured that technical capacities and grassroots ties are valued as much
as management capacities in partnerships? How can joint reporting and M&E requirements that
are compatible with all participating organisations be developed? How can accountability to
constituents be strengthened? How can project and programme managers be enabled to manage
more adaptively? What role do organisational leaders play in this process? How can new routines
and local communities of practice be developed? How can already existing adaptive practices be
leveraged? How can continuous learning and experimentation be encouraged?
9.8.

Conclusion

This chapter has argued that policy ideas, such as adaptive management, can easily be turned from
a political to a managerial agenda. My case study reveals that there was only a selective integration
of new practices on the ground: In addition to the lack of willingness of the donor to shift power,
the way CSOs operate also serve to prevent deeper reforms. In an aid system which operates
according to managerialist principles, there are powerful incentives for individuals and
organisations to maintain the status quo. The rhetoric of the GLAM initiative also points towards
an increasing alignment of the adaptive agenda with technocratic and managerial processes.
Comparing this process of depoliticisation with the decline of the political content of the Paris
Declaration, I present the development sector in Ferguson’s term as an anti-politics machine,
fuelled by the financial crisis and increasing competition due to the rise of non-traditional donors,
leading to a persistence of managerialism. Managerialism is structuring the sector following a
market logic, and is tightly coupled with the discourse on aid effectiveness.
Returning to the GLAM initiative, I do want to emphasise that the improvement of evidence-based
monitoring, evaluation and learning practices as proposed by GLAM is certainly a laudable goal (as
mentioned in chapter 5, adaptive management is easily mistaken for a laissez-faire agenda).
However, this framing implicitly de-couples adaptive management from a more political agenda.
One could argue this does not mean that adaptive management has been captured by
managerialism in its entirety. GLAM is only one initiative after all (albeit a very large one, comprising
the United Kingdom and the United States, two of the top 5 OECD-DAC donor countries’
implementing agencies). The framing of GLAM could also be interpreted as a strategic move to
convince donors of the pertinence of adaptive management without risking alienating donors with
radical changes. As has been shown in this thesis, the links between policy and practice are not
straight; the official GLAM agenda does not necessarily mean that implementation will be
managerial; policy ideas are just one contributing factor after all. I thus agree with Li that ‘rendering
contentious issues technical is […] not a secure accomplishment’, but that there is always room for
contestation (Li, 2007, p. 10). For this reason I have portrayed the competing logics, pointing out
that practices remain unpredictable, because practices relate ‘to a system of objective
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potentialities, immediately inscribed in the present, things to do or not to do, to say or not to say,
in relation to a forthcoming reality’ (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 76). Even though the limited evidence
reviewed here suggests a turn towards managerialism, only the future will show whether
initiatives, such as adaptive management, can contribute to sustainably changing power structures
in aid relations.
If we look at systemic changes that go beyond providing more space for implementers in singular
development interventions, it is doubtful whether this will happen by riding the adaptive wave in
a boat using managerialism as fuel. Taking into account the current situation of CSOs and the
criticism they face in terms of professionalisation, depoliticisation, donor dependency, and the lack
of a membership base, it is unlikely that these problems will disappear by simply replacing
management tools. While this thesis has shown that tools do have an important structuring effect
on implementation (in conjunction with policy), practices shaped by individual and organisational
preferences that are structured along managerial lines do not matter less. Even though
managerialism has a depoliticising effect on project implementation in development, I am far from
arguing that the culprit for the policy–practice gap is to be found in the ‘political economy’ of aid
(Biggs & Smith, 2003, p. 1748). In line with a flat ontology, I contend that it is important to go beyond
macro phenomena by tracing actual practices and their structuring effects.
Dealing with the political dimension of development (management) ultimately boils down to the
question of who has the power and legitimacy to decide what and how to implement. One might
argue that it is fundamentally undemocratic if power is shifted to CSOs (or implementers) in
development interventions. While CSOs must legitimise their actions first and foremost to their
constituents, they are indeed not democratically mandated to decide upon development policy at
the national level (even though they can contribute to that process through lobbying and
advocacy). Putting CSOs in the driving seat in the sense of adaptive management is thus not
supposed to mean that they dictate policy, but rather that they have more leeway to implement
these policies if they are funded to do so - not only with regard to content (thus translating policy
into action), but also with regard to management approaches and tools. It is the promise of
adaptive management that this would lead to more effective interventions, because local actors
can react more quickly to the changing project environment. While this (managerial) argument
might be true or not, it is more important to note that such a strategy empowers actors to act
politically. If development cooperation aims at transformational change that reforms structures
and institutions this ‘transformational change is […] bound to create winners and losers’ (Yanguas,
2018a, p. 204).
This transformational change is hard to measure, which, in managerialist terms, makes it difficult
to ‘prove’ its effectiveness. Consequently, adaptive management can only be useful to CSOs if it
questions the aid effectiveness debate altogether. Yanguas proposes measuring the success of
development interventions rather with ‘episodes of reform that they launch and sustain’ instead
of using some pre-defined quantitative indicators (Yanguas, 2018a, p. 193). To proceed on this
path, CSOs should start addressing values, political interests, and power relationships in practice.
As this is a process in which many actors have to let go of control and face complicated questions
of accountability and competing interests, there is little incentive to proceed on this path. Not only
donors, but also CSOs who act as donors to many partner CSOs need to improve harmonisation,
alignment of agendas, predictability of money flows, and reduction of administrative burdens (for
an elaboration of these issues, see (Koch, 2008).
Adaptive management shares in this respect a number of similarities with the participatory reform
agenda of the 1980s. As David Mosse has aptly shown in his case study of a participatory project
in India, ‘the delivery of programmes was far too important to be left to participatory (that is,
farmer-managed) processes, hence the strong vertical control of activities and implementation
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backed by systems of rewards and punishments’ (Mosse, 2004, p. 655). It remains to be seen
whether adaptive management will end up the same way, failing to reach the poor because of
continued top-down planning, elite capture and vested (political) interests (Cooke, 2007). I would
still make the case that pressure has to be built from below, challenging the dominant
managerialist paradigm by peeping behind paper realities as this thesis has tried to do. While some
might argue that policy ideas must be broad so that they can unite multiple actors with competing
interests (what Mosse [2004, p. 667] calls ‘good policy is not implementable’), I want to end by
saying that good policy needs to connect with values and political commitment.
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Appendix
A. Interview guide
General questions
Could you please introduce yourself; what is your specific role in the SP programme?
Do you have any other duties apart from that?
Who else in your organisation is working on the SP? How are roles distributed?
Project design/planning:
Were you part of the project inception phase? (If not, ask what the person knows nevertheless. If
the person is not informed at all, skip to the next section)
How did project initiation start? Could you please describe this phase?
When did you/your organisation become involved? Was there a call for proposals?
Who else was involved?
How were participating CSOs selected?
How was the thematic focus chosen?
How was the theory of change developed? (overall, then country specific)
How were activities, outputs, outcomes and indicators developed?
To what extent do the corporate outcome areas/output indicators reflect your own work? Would
you characterise them as meaningful?
How was the budget plan developed?
What kind of planning documents did you use? Is there a project plan for the whole project
duration? A list of activities? How regularly do you review these documents/do you use them in
your everyday work?
What other studies were conducted apart from the baseline survey?
(Before or after designing the project?) To what extent did you make use of the baseline survey for
formulating theory of change/targets/planning?
Implementation/working relationships:
How would you describe the roles of the different stakeholders in the SP: role of Oxfam Novib,
Oxfam Uganda, CSOs, beneficiaries?
Were there any new partners added throughout the project duration? If yes, who and why?
Can you describe the activities that you have conducted lately?
How often do you meet/are you in contact with the partner CSOs resp. Oxfam Novib?
How often do you go to the field?
What is easy about working with the partners, and what is difficult? Can you give some examples?
In your opinion, what are the weaknesses and strengths of working with alliances?
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What are the differences between this project phase and the phase before that respectively other
donor funded projects? What is special about the SP?
With regard to the SP, the political role of CSOs is stressed in the D&D framework as well as equal
partnerships. What does partnership mean in your everyday work? With which organisations are
you in a partnership, and how would you characterise this partnership? What is the added value of
having Oxfam Novib on board? (only for country offices and partners)
What does the Strategic Partnership mean in your everyday work? How is your relationship
with/political support from the Dutch embassy? Have working relationships changed?
Reporting and monitoring (specific questions with regard to available documents/templates were
added in this section, depending on the organisation):
What reporting duties does Oxfam Novib/country office have and which reporting is designated to
the partners?
What kinds of templates do you use for reporting? Were these provided by Oxfam Novib?
What do partners’ bi-annual reports contain? Numbers, narratives or reporting on outcome and
output areas?
Can you explain how outcome harvesting works?
What are the challenges with respect to reporting?
What are the difficulties measuring policy change?
How do you experience working with a theory of change logic in comparison to a logical framework
approach?
What kinds of regular reflection and learning activities do you conduct? How does this work?
How do the reporting documents help you with organisational learning?
Reporting is defined in the project in the form of accountability to funding entities. How do you
practice accountability to your constituents?
What happens when deviations occur? What is the process for changing activities or budget lines?
Has this happened? Can you provide examples? Have you changed activities, timelines, goals,
indicators, budget or theory of change?
To what extent are underlying assumptions in the theory of change questioned?
What are the learnings so far? Mid-term review?
Have you revisited the theory of change as of yet? If yes, what were the major learnings?
What is the role of the MEL specialist? (Vietnam only)
How does the SP compare to other donor projects you are working on or have been working on
(probe: in terms of reporting and MEL)?
What are the biggest challenges so far? If there was one thing that you could change, what would
it be?
Is there anything else that you would like to add? Are there elements that you found missing in the
interview?
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B. Major codes/example of a code summary
Major codes (in alphabetic order)
Adapting
Budgeting/financing/complying financially
Building relationships of trust
Co-creating
Contracting
Customising templates
Designing
Exercising power
Holding reflection meetings
Learning
Negotiating
Outcome harvesting
Reporting
Seeking approval
Showing results/measuring
Working in partnership
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Example of a code summary
This example of a code summary contains only a limited number of quotes due to confidentiality
reasons.
Table 7: Code: Customising templates

Statements/actions
Vietnam
There
is
one
general,
simplified
template
for
partners that the country
office uses for all donor
reports. There is a large extent
of
harmonisation
and
customisation. PM1: ‘We don’t
push it to our partners, we
filter’. The template relies
mostly on outcome harvesting
and stories of change. The
country office pitches on
information for the different
donor reports.

Almost no complaints; there is
no
need
for
further
customisation.
Only
two
partners mention that they
find it sometimes difficult to
differentiate
between
activities and outcomes.

Analysis/mechanisms

Uganda
Country office
Almost no customisation (PM2
claims otherwise). Statement
PM2: ‘So if we do not
customise, we burden the
partner too much. We have
realised that the partners
send it to the sub-national
level without customising
further, even though we told
them not to do so.’
Customisation refers in this
case to deleting a number of
categories, but not to actual
harmonisation
or
simplification.
National partners
Apart from two partners, all
mention that reporting is
difficult and the template too
complex. After the complaints,
templates were adjusted both
in the R2F and the FFD
components.
P3:
‘We
struggle
with
reporting, and then we
received a training. When the
new template came, we had a
meeting with all the partners.
It is important to meet and
discuss, otherwise it is too
hard to understand what to
put in.’
P6: For the sub-national level,
it is challenging; that is why
they simplify it for them. ‘We
met with the partners to
discuss how to fill it in.
Sometimes you miss the
story.’
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There is awareness that
templates
can
burden
partners, however, the extent
of customisation varies and
therewith also the burden of
reporting is not distributed
equally. The provided leeway
for customisation is not
necessarily used.

The templates, which have not
been
customised,
are
burdensome
for
partner
organisations. Possibility to
change was used and further
trainings were arranged in the
case of Uganda.
In Uganda, the dimension of
discussing
templates
is
especially highlighted.

P4: Indicators needed to be
changed, because they were
not reliable.

SNL1: Sometimes difficult to
report on the predefined
indicators,
also
because
organisation is dependent on
information
from
subcontractor.
SNL2: A lot of paperwork,
because reports do not only
go to the national CSO, but
also to the authorities.

Sub-national level partners
Those organisations that are
contracted on an activity basis
do not provide formal reports,
but only oral reports to
national partners (there is no
budget for reporting for
them). For other sub-national
organisations
that
are
contracted directly through
the country office or national
CSOs,
reporting
was
mentioned
as
being
challenging (and according to
the country office, the quality
is often poor).

Source: Author’s own depiction
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Sub-national level partners
find templates even harder to
fill than national partners in
Uganda. In Vietnam there are
less
difficulties
with
templates.
In Uganda a number of subnational partners are not part
of formal reporting at all; thus
they do not have to deal with
templates.

C. List of participating organisations
(in alphabetic order)
The Netherlands
Both ENDS
IUCN National Committee of the Netherlands (International Union for the Conservation of Nature)
Ministry of Foreign Affairs
Oxfam Novib
Uganda
AFIC (Africa Freedom of Information Centre)
ARID (Advocates for Research in Development)
CEW-IT (Citizen Watch – IT)
COPACSO (Coalition of Pastoralists Civil Society Organisations)
CSBAG (Civil Society Budget Advocacy Group)
ESAFF (Eastern and Southern Africa Small Scale Farmers' Forum)
FORAMO (Forum for Rights Awareness and Monitoring)
Netherlands Embassy in Kampala
Oxfam country office Uganda
PAC (Public Affairs Centre)
PELUM (Participatory Ecological Land Use Management)
SEATINI (The Southern and Eastern Africa Trade Information and Negotiations Institute)
Vietnam
ACDC (Action to the Community Development Institute)
CDI (Center for Development and Integration)
CECEM (Center for Community Empowerment)
CEPEW (Center for Education, Promotion and Empowerment of Women)
Ech Phu Ho
Farmers' Association (not specified for anonymity reasons)
Gentraco
Institute for Agricultural Studies
Oxfam country office Vietnam
VEPR (Vietnam Institute for Economics and Public Policy Research)
Women's Union (not specified for anonymity reasons)
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D. Data management declaration form

Declaration Data Management PhD Thesis
Radboud Social Cultural Research, Radboud University

Section A. Primary data / information
For my thesis I have collected primary data / information.
Yes

x  Complete section A.

No

□  Go to section B.

I declare that
A1.

The data for my thesis are obtained with the consent of informants /
respondents.

Yes

A2.

Privacy sensitive data / information is encrypted and is stored on a protected
computer or server environment.

Yes

A3.

The data / information is securely stored for reasons of scientific integrity at least
for 10 years after finishing PhD research.

Yes

A4.

Anonymized data / information is registered in a well-known data repository
system (Research Data Repository, DANS-KNAW).

n.a.

A5.

Access to anonymized data / information is arranged referring to the FAIR
principles of data management.

n.a.

Section B. Secondary data / information
For my thesis I have used data / information collected by other researchers.
Yes

x  Complete section B.

No

□  Go to section C.

I declare that
B1.

The data / information is obtained legitimately.

Yes

B2.

Non-public or secured data / information is stored on a protected computer or
server during research.

Yes

B3.

The data / information is not shared with third parties, and has been treated in
accordance with the agreements made with the information provider

Yes
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Section C. General

I declare that
C1.

A short methodological justification, and/or the syntax and method of data /
information processing is deposited in a so-called ‘publication package’.

Yes

C2.

It is not possible to link data / information in publications to individuals (except
with explicit consent).

Yes

C3.

The data / information is analyzed in a trustworthy manner and is not been
deliberately manipulated toward certain outcomes.

Yes

Signature

Lena Gutheil
“The Social Life of Adaptive Development Management: How CSOs Turn Policy into Practice”
July 27 2021
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E. Comparison of findings with existing research on the D&D policy framework
Alongside the funding of CSOs in the D&D policy, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands
also commissioned accompanying research to examine the underlying assumptions (that is why it
is called ‘assumptions research programme’) of the D&D framework. The aim of the research
project was to ‘generate new, evidence-based knowledge on the assumptions underlying the
theory of change of the D&D framework and make this knowledge accessible, available and
applicable to policymakers and CSOs in the Netherlands and low and lower middle-income
countries (LLMICs)’ (Goris et al., 2020, 6). The assumptions research programme consisted of 8
research groups that engaged empirically with the implementation of the D&D policy in different
countries during the period between December 2017 and October 2019. The groups covered three
broad themes: CSOs and civic engagement, CSOs and the aid chain and CSOs in an enabling
environment (see Goris et al., 2020 for details). The latter is not considered relevant for my research
as it mainly deals with CSOs’ relations with external actors, such as the private sector and the
government and shrinking civil space. It does not review internal organisational or project
dynamics. The remaining five research groups’ final research reports were reviewed, in order to
compare findings with my results85. In addition, the Ministry’s evaluation study (conducted by IOB,
the independent Policy and Operations Evaluation Department; in Dutch: Directie Internationaal
Onderzoek en Beleidsevaluatie) on the functioning of the strategic partnerships was taken into
account (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019a). While I already use these findings
in the empirical chapters, the table provides the reader with a comprehensive overview and offers
the basis for the following policy recommendations. I do not list all of the findings here, as this is
beyond the scope of this thesis, but only those which apply to my results.
Table 8: Comparison of findings with existing research

Assumptions Research Programme/IOB
My case study
On relationship with the Ministry
Ministry staff was torn between the roles of This tension between social transformative
partner and donor, with some rather focusing and managerialist ideals was confirmed by my
on supervising than on joint responsibility (van informants. The lead partners described the
Wessel, Hilhorst et al., 2020, p. 739)
relationship with the Ministry despite
improvements as still ‘transactional’ (chapter
6).
The Ministry is not a coherent actor itself, but Confirmed by lead partners in my study
the different departments have different (chapter 6).
approaches in dealing with CSOs (Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019b,
p. 26; Elbers et al., 2020, p. 7)
Many opportunities for complementary roles Confirmed by one lead partner, who
were missed, partly by unclear expectations complained that the Ministry was not proactive
about each other's roles, diverging interests, and strategic enough in its collaboration. In
and lack of Ministry/embassy staff (Ministry of addition, it was recognised that collaboration
Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019b, in partner countries depended upon capacities
p. 21)
at embassies (chapter 6).

It has to be noted that data in the assumptions research programme was not only collected amongst organisations that
were part of the SP programme, but also amongst those that were funded through the other policy instruments in the D&D
such as the Accountability Fund or were organisations that did not receive funding through the D&D (serving as
comparison).
85
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The SPs focused on complementarities,
meaning that initiatives were supported that
were already in line with the Ministry’s agenda
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands,
2019a, p. 17). Few SPs dealt with dissent,
pointing out policy inconsistencies between
different departments (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019a, p. 65).
Reporting in IATI is not considered useful by
most consortium leads and Ministry staff
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands,
2019a, p. 91).
Relationship between lead partners and the
Ministry has become more strategic, more
open and trust-based (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019a, p. 64).

No data, but points again towards the tension
between
social
transformative
and
managerialist ideals (Kamstra, 2020, p. 767).

Confirmed by my informants (chapter 6).

Confirmed by my informants: they recognise
the effort of the Ministry to work towards a
more accessible, open and more equal
partnership, even if this has not fully
materialised as of yet (chapter 6).
Confirmed by my informants, however,
organisations also see that the focus on
lobbying and advocacy actually provides less
flexibility for partners (chapter 6).

Lead partners are in favour of more flexible
reporting requirements like in the D&D. In
comparison to MFS II, requirements have
improved. (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Netherlands, 2019a, p. 86)
Relationship between donor and recipient CSOs
The strategic dialogue in partnerships has Confirmed by informants: they see an added
resulted in joint policy advocacy in value in working together with the Oxfam
international fora (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of confederation
for
capacity
building,
the Netherlands, 2019a, p. 68). Added value of networking and also joint advocacy (not in the
international CSOs and Ministry is given (Elbers chapters).
et al., 2020, p. 5).
In many cases, partner CSOs were not involved Country offices were not involved in the
in the first application process between lead drafting of the overall theory of change. The
partners and the Ministry. Partners were then Ugandan country office evaluates this critically,
selected to fulfil part of the overall plan. Some as aligning their programmes with available
partners were involved in the inception phase, funding is not always in line with their country
but others were only contracted to implement strategy. Partner CSOs were not consulted
activity plans against a set budget, and had either, but they were included in drafting the
little input in the planning (Ministry of Foreign country specific theories of change together
Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019a, p. 64).
with country offices (chapter 7).
Financial management capacities of partner Confirmed by my data. Partners must submit
CSOs are considered weak by many lead CSOs. detailed financial and activity plans (chapter 7).
That is why they consider it necessary to link
strict activity and financial reporting. Lead
CSOs require more detailed reports from
recipient CSOs than Ministry demands
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands,
2019a, p. 88).
Some of the leading partner organisations Reporting burden was not distributed equally.
streamline various donors’ accountability Some handed down templates by Oxfam
standards, meaning that the strictest donor Novib; some did not (chapter 7). Streamlining
was not observed.
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sets the standard (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
the Netherlands, 2019a, p. 88).
Accountability to members and beneficiaries in Confirmed by my informants (not in the
recipient
countries
is
rather
weak. chapters).
Accountability is mostly to donors. Partner
CSOs often do not receive sufficient feedback
on their reports (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
the Netherlands, 2019a, p. 91).
Strategic dialogue at the country level between Project managers at country offices assumed
partners was facilitated by some lead partners, the role of coordinating the entire project in
but not by all. This is enabled by delegating their country, organising learning events and
responsibilities to country actors (Ministry of frequent meetings. This was perceived
Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019a, positively, even though sharing of information
p. 66).
could have still been improved (chapter 7).
On funding rules and flexibility
The provided leeway of D&D was not always Confirmed by my data (chapters 6 - 9).
handed down to partners (Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019b, p. 13).
Rules that are determined during design phase Not confirmed. Rules are only one determinant
(selection of strategy, partners and roles) for practice (chapters 6 - 9). These design rules
establish the political functions CSOs assume determine the general focus of the
in a project (Elbers et al., 2020, p. 4).
programme, however, organisations can still
switch their political functions within certain
sets of activities. Emerging campaigns or
partners leaving the programme require
organisations to add or change functions (not
in the chapters).
Rules concerning decision making, funding and Confirmed by my data (chapter 6 - 9).
accountability vary between CSOs in recipient
countries (Elbers et al., 2020, p. 6). CSOs that
are perceived as high-risk organisations often
have more reporting requirements, receive
funding in small tranches and adhere to strict
monitoring procedures.
Programme officers exercise a high amount of Confirmed by my data (chapters 6 - 8).
discretion in dealing with partners (Elbers et
al., 2020, p. 6).
Accountability requirements become tighter Not confirmed by my data. Some sub-national
further down the aid chain, organisations partners did not take part in formal reporting
streamline the different requirements with the at all. Accountability requirements vary
strictest donor setting the standard (Elbers et between partners. There was also no evidence
al., 2020, p. 6).
as to streamlining of standards (chapter 7).
There is more flexibility for partners that lead The flexibility is of a different kind, as country
than for sub-contracted CSOs in aid recipient offices assume rather a coordinating role than
countries (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the an implementing role in my data. The given
Netherlands, 2019a, p. 78).
flexibility at the level of the partners was often
not fully tapped (chapter 7).
Some partners receive multi-annual contracts, Confirmed by my data. While Oxfam Novib
but many are stuck with one-year contracts, encouraged the country offices to conclude
which impedes autonomy, capacity building longer term contracts, this was not always
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and long-term planning. This is related to followed (chapter 7). Informants mentioned
perceived risks with regard to financial that short contracts lead to disbursement
management capacities (Ministry of Foreign delays and less planning security.
Affairs of the Netherlands, 2019a, p. 81).
Limitations also come from the overall aid Confirmed by my entire thesis.
system which, by and large, has a strong
managerial focus (Elbers et al., 2020, p. 4).
Flexibility is often more limited by lead Confirmed by my data (chapter 6).
partners internal procedures than by policy
framework (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Netherlands, 2019a, p. 77).
Extensive reporting requirements make Confirmed in the case of the Ugandan suborganisations prefer professional staff over national organisation (chapter 8).
staff that has beneficiary relations (Elbers et al.,
2020, p. 6).
Relations between intermediaries and sub-national organisations
CBOs access funding through intermediaries Sub-national organisations in my sample did
only (van Stapele et al., 2020, p. 7). CBOs have only receive funding through intermediaries
problems of scaling up, as they are perceived and had problems scaling up. However, the
by intermediaries as sub-grantee without Ugandan organisation became a granting
financial and managerial capacities (van organisation itself in the course of the project.
Stapele et al., 2020, p. 8).
This shows that these perceptions can change
(chapter 8).
Smaller CBOs are under pressure to prove that Confirmed; sub-national organisations in my
they comply with accountability requirements research are also subject to intense scrutiny
to the larger CSOs that transfer funds to them with regard to financial management (chapter
(van Stapele et al., 2020, p. 6).
8).
The relationship between intermediaries and Both tendencies can be exemplified in my data
CBOs can be based on mutual respect and add through the case of the Ugandan organisation:
to CBOs’ capacity building. However, there are first they were only hired on an activity basis,
also cases where CBOs feel used by which made use of their capacities as ad hoc
intermediaries (Spierenburg et al., 2020, p. 14). implementers. However, they were promoted
Some describe relationship as oppressive and to a granting organisation during the course of
exploitative (van Stapele et al., 2020, p. 6).
the project, showing that the relationship with
the intermediary also served towards capacity
and trust building (chapter 8).
The relationship between intermediaries and Class differences were apparent in my case
CBOs is characterised by geographical, social study, too. However, this did not necessarily
and class distances, which reinforce the lead to dehumanisation. Class differences
dehumanisation of CBOs by intermediaries were less pronounced in Vietnam than in
(van Stapele et al., 2020, p. 9).
Uganda (chapter 8).
Added value of (activist) CBOs lies in expertise Confirmed by my data (chapter 8).
that intermediaries do not have, such as
grassroots connections (van Stapele et al.,
2020, p. 9).
Sub-contracts often involve little coverage for Cases in which organisations were hired on an
administrative overheads, salaries and other activity-basis were few, but existed in my
running costs such as utilities (van Stapele et sample (chapter 8).
al., 2020; Spierenburg et al., 2020, p. 14);
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands,
2019a, p. 84).
On legitimacy, professionalisation and autonomy
Legitimacy of CSOs is context specific. There Confirmed by my data. Legitimacy in Vietnam
are multiple, sometimes contradictory sources came, for instance, by collaboration with the
of legitimacy (Spierenburg et al., 2020, p. 11).
government, even though activities aim at
monitoring the government.
Trade-off between professionalisation and There were no indicators showing that the
local embeddedness is not a given, but a upgrading of the Ugandan organisation led to
process with uncertain outcomes (Spierenburg an estrangement from the beneficiaries. More
et al., 2020, p. 13). Organisations can be research needs to look into this tension.
effective if they either rely on a broad support
base or acquire substantial funding (Bader &
Nesterenko, p. 5).
Organisational autonomy assumed to be a Not confirmed. Giving up on certain
prerequisite for organisations’ successful dimensions of organisational autonomy can
policy and advocacy work (Elbers et al., 2018, also be beneficial for interventions (see
p. 16)
chapter 8). Organisational autonomy should
rather be conceptualised in relational terms.
Tension between autonomy and capacity Confirmed by my data. I would even argue that
development does not necessarily hold (van capacity development can enhance autonomy
Wessel et al., 2019, p. 14)
(based on the example of the Ugandan subnational organisation) (chapter 8).
Source: Author’s own depiction
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F. Summary
In the past decade, the interest in adaptive management approaches has been on the rise in the
aid sector. Sparked by the critique on the managerialist nature of prevailing results-based
management approaches and their unintended consequences in practice, practitioners and
academics advocate for more context-sensitive, locally-led and flexible development project
management. While academic evidence on the use and practical implications of adaptive
management is scarce, there are indications to argue that the effects on the ground are less
transformational than expected. This is in line with the rare, mostly anthropological publications
examining the policy˗implementation gap in development projects. Contributing to this strand of
literature, this thesis sets out to explore the effects of management frameworks, and particularly
more adaptive forms of management, on project practice.
The thesis does not rely on formal documents to examine project implementation, but analyses
actors’ actual practices, based on a practice theory approach. In accordance with an
anthropological tradition of asking how development works instead of asking whether it works, the
thesis sheds light on the ‘social life’ of projects from the point of view of those concerned. To this
end, the thesis makes use of an in-depth comparative case study of two development interventions
in Uganda and Vietnam that operate under the policy framework ‘Dialogue and Dissent Theory of
Change’. This policy framework was introduced by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Netherlands and introduces several adaptive and social transformative elements. The case study
was facilitated by Oxfam Novib, who granted access to their country offices in Vietnam and Uganda,
as well as partner organisations. Data was collected through interviews, project documents and
participant observation among 27 organisations in the Netherlands, Vietnam and Uganda. This
multi-sited research approach can best be described by Reinhold’s concept of ‘studying through’,
which describes a strategy in which a policy is followed across different locations to those affected
by the policy (Wedel et al., 2005, p. 10; Wright & Reinhold, 2011, p. 87).
In order to explore the relationship between project management and practice, one main research
question and five sub-questions were formulated. In the following, the answers to the five subquestions will be shortly presented followed by an overarching comment on the main research
question.
(1) How is adaptive management understood, practiced and institutionalised by
development organisations and practitioners?
Chapter 5 establishes how adaptive management approaches emerged from the critique of the
rigidity of prevailing results-based management approaches that have been implemented in a
largely managerialist manner. Scholars inspired by complexity science and systemic approaches
as well as practitioner movements such as Doing Development Differently contributed to the rise
of adaptive management since the end of the first decade of the 2000s. There is no overarching
definition of what adaptive management is; common elements are a focus on adapting
interventions to changing circumstances (short feedback cycles or iterations), context-sensitivity,
evidence-based learning, local leadership and problem-driven and politically-smart design and
implementation. While the Problem-Driven Iterative Adaptation (PDIA) Approach, developed by the
Building State Capability Group at Harvard University, focuses mainly on public sector reform, the
Thinking and Working Politically Community puts the emphasis on acknowledging and addressing
the political dimension of development interventions. In addition, DFID and USAID aim at
mainstreaming adaptive approaches in their organisations. While DFID has not yet come up with
an overarching framework, USAID developed the Collaborating, Learning and Adapting (CLA)
framework, which is supposed to be used to incorporate adaptive practices in the regular
programme cycle. All actors conceptualise adaptive management rather as a set of principles than
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a new management blueprint. However, its institutionalisation is, except for the case of USAID,
rather weak. There are only a small number of project champions that have been funded so far,
mostly in the governance sector. The analysis of case studies demonstrates the way in which
adaptive management relies, in practice, first and foremost on changed collaboration patterns.
More autonomy for field staff to adapt interventions relies primarily on close relations with
decision-makers. The most important obstacle to adaptive implementation is rigid donor
requirements.
(2) What are the potentials of adaptive management in helping CSOs to be more
accountable to their constituents and live up to the expectation of addressing
power inequalities and contributing to social transformation?
Chapter 5 also finds that CSOs are not at the forefront of advocating for adaptive management.
There are only a few working papers and pilot interventions by CSOs thus far. The reviewed case
studies in which CSOs participate reveal that adaptive practices do not replace regular project
management practices, but rather lead to a process of layering (adding additional responsibilities)
or shifting of responsibilities within the project system. The chapter therefore concludes that if only
the implementation methodology is changed, but institutional procedures such as rigid annual
work plans and financial plans, remain in place, adaptive management is likely not going to reach
its goals.
Another obstacle is that CSOs are caught in a system in which they have to reply to multiple funding
agencies’ accountability demands. This could incentivise CSOs to merge adaptive projects with
their regular work procedures (the strictest donor sets the standard) or to divert resources from
adaptive interventions (as reporting is less and learning processes are often not documented). It is
also questionable whether adaptive management can succeed if it is just another top-down
mandated approach that lacks local input and ownership. Therefore, the case study analysis
suggests that the current implementation status of adaptive management does not contribute to
turning the tide towards more social transformative development interventions.
While the adaptive practices examined in the case studies do provide more space on an
operational level, I argue that they can only work transformatively if they are accompanied by
larger shifts in the aid architecture. Donors would have to let go of a number of accountability
requirements and change operational principles accordingly. This requires addressing values,
political objectives and power inequalities, which is currently buried under the technical discourse
on adaptive management. Adaptive management can only succeed if it is not solely a change of
implementation methodology that is not accompanied by addressing the prevalent managerialist
vision of what development is. This would also require more involvement of implementers in aid
recipient countries.
(3) How can the relationship between management directives and practice be
characterised? What are the effects of the new ‘Dialogue and Dissent Policy’ on
organisations?
Chapter 6 turns to the case study and deals with the innovations of the ‘Dialogue and Dissent
Theory of Change’ from the perspective of three lead partner organisations based in the
Netherlands. The chapter shows that management directives were not directly implemented, but
mediated by antecedent practice, shared histories and interactions amongst individuals,
organisations and artefacts. The directives could not be assumed to have innate meanings, but
they were subject to interpretation and subject to change depending on the wider context. Policy
change was also not necessarily handed over to partner organisations. The Ministry’s ‘innovations’
engendered different reactions, depending on existing organisational practices and the shared
history of collaboration with the Ministry. Chapter 6 therefore concludes that management
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frameworks are not universally effective policy levers and are always dependent on the wider
institutional context. Operational freedoms with regard to the design of the interventions and the
monitoring and evaluation framework were at the same time accompanied by policy constraints
on a larger scale such as greater policy complementarity, increased competition of CSOs and less
funding overall. In addition, the flexibility provided for in the framework could not be translated
entirely into practice because of the institutional givens of the lead partner organisations. This
resonates with the finding from chapter 5 stating that CSOs have to balance multiple accountability
demands, which make them streamline new requirements into existing modes of working.
(4) How do donor conditionalities travel across a project and how are they actually
implemented and negotiated in practice? How are policy models transformed
by those working with them in practice?
Chapter 7 builds on the finding of chapter 6 that lead partner organisations do not necessarily pass
on new policy requirements to partner organisations. The focus of the analysis lies on interactions
between Oxfam Novib, country offices and CSO partners at their respective ‘interfaces’. Expanding
on the finding of chapter 6 that directives are subject to interpretation of different organisations,
chapter 7 adds that directives are also subject to negotiation between organisations at the different
interfaces. Each interface is an independently organised entity with its own emerging rules,
depending on the meaning of relationships and the common history. This adds another layer of
complexity in translating directives into practice. Not only directives that are proposing more
freedom, but also those that were perceived as constraining did not travel through the project in
a linear fashion. Those directives that reached organisations also did not have uniform meanings.
What was perceived by some organisations as beneficial was evaluated as constraining by others
depending on the organisations’ interests. However, interfaces are also sites at which order is
produced. The tidy image that is represented to outsiders in the form of reports is rather an
outcome of a joint and relational process of production than the result of standardisation.
Due to the non-linear, polycephalous and flexible character of aid relations, the chapter proposes
to dismiss the widely-used metaphor of the aid chain. Apart from contributing to highlighting the
‘social life’ of a development project, the chapter also illustrates that practitioners and
organisations in recipient countries are not mere recipients of aid, but active players in
interpreting, negotiating and implementing directives.
(5) How can the relationship between organisational autonomy and project
implementation at the community level be characterised? How do sub-national
organisations practice autonomy vis à vis their grantors and the state in the
context of partially restricted civic space? What are the effects of policy change
on these organisations?
Chapter 8 takes a closer look at the situation of sub-national organisations, which have received
only scant research attention thus far. Sub-national organisations are highlighted as important
actors, not only in the Dialogue and Dissent Theory of Change, but also as crucial drivers of adaptive
interventions. At the same time the literature focusses more on the restrictions that CSOs face due
to repressive states or on the dependency relationships CSOs have with their donors. Based on
the findings from chapter 7 that partner organisations are active players rather than mere
recipients, the chapter examines the organisational autonomy of two sub-national organisations.
Despite differences in de jure autonomy, both organisations are de facto constrained by their
grantors and the authorities. However, the constraints in the relations are not necessarily
perceived as negative, as they provide the interventions with legitimacy and expertise, thus
enabling the organisations to implement these politically sensitive projects in the context of
restricted civic space. Due to the community setting, both organisations were able to build close
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relationships with the authorities that were needed for project implementation. Therefore, the
chapter argues for a relational conceptualization of autonomy that takes into account
complementarities between organisations, instead of assuming that autonomy has a value in and
of itself. In addition, it recognises the multiple and changing roles CSOs can assume with regard to
other stakeholders, showing that autonomy is not fix, but evolving in practice and over time.
The chapter also finds that the sub-national organisations benefit the least from the provided
flexibility in the Dialogue and Dissent Theory of Change. The organisations under study are less
capable than their national counterparts to negotiate for their own interests and to carve out space
in implementation. Being used to solely implementing, but not to managing projects, they are not
locally leading implementation as the adaptive management agenda would suggest. This shows
that adaptive management requires first and foremost a certain level of organisational capacities
and also resonates with chapter 5, which states that the adaptive management agenda is currently
lacking crucial input from organisations in recipient countries.
Bringing all chapters together the overall research question will be answered in what follows:
How do management frameworks, specifically adaptive management frameworks, relate to project
practice in CSO projects?
There are three major findings with regard to the relationship between management frameworks
and practice:
(1) Policies in the form of (adaptive) management approaches and resulting directives do not
necessarily reach all project partners
This thesis has shown that there are multiple, non-linear connections between management
frameworks and practice on the project level. The overall ‘Dialogue and Dissent Theory of Change’
published by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was mainly engaged at the lead partner level. These
policy ideas were then selectively integrated into operational frameworks, such as thematic or
country-level theories of change, reporting templates and monitoring and evaluation schemes,
which means that some of the ideas got lost in translation and never reached the partner
organisations. Even if they did reach partner organisations, requirements were subject to
negotiation and change at every interface, sometimes changing their original meaning.
(2) Social transformative processes compete in implementation with institutionalised
managerial processes
Organisations are operating according to accountability standards required by donors and that
they themselves have developed to maintain accountability to their constituents. These
institutionalised managerial constraints are routinised and compete in practice with new social
transformative processes. This can make actors personally curtail flexibility and not make use of
the room provided, as demands by multiple donors and constituents have to be satisfied. In
addition, a single project’s management framework cannot countervail larger policy developments
such as increased competition between CSOs, an overall reduction in core funding and a major
focus on aid effectiveness.
(3) Tapping into operational freedoms requires organisational capacity
It is not only that freedoms with regard to management directives do not reach all project partners
alike, but also not all organisations are equally capable of putting these freedoms into practice. A
lack of planning capacity and internal bureaucratic processes were found to be hindrances to
adaptation. In the case study, particularly sub-national organisations were less able to carve out
space for their own interests. Having little experience in project management as they were used to
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solely implementing projects, they were not able to tap into the provided freedoms, let alone lead
implementation as the adaptive management agenda suggests. This shows that adaptive
management requires, first and foremost, a certain level of organisational capacities. It also
resonates with the findings of a practitioner workshop held in Kenya which stated that the adaptive
management agenda currently lacks crucial input from organisations based in recipient countries
(Yanguas, 2018b, p. 4).
In summary, the thesis shows that adaptive innovations overall were only selectively integrated
into practice, if at all. The research thus corroborates Mosse’s findings that interventions are not
only driven by policy, but also by the institutional exigencies of organisations (Mosse, 2004). Going
one step further, the thesis does not stop at conceptualising policies in Mosse’s terms as
legitimising and mobilising devices that are distinct from practice (Mosse, 2003, p. 45), but shows
that policies are active producers of practice. Operational policy documents such as project plans,
monitoring sheets and budgets shape implementation in various ways by creating representations
and meanings. Even if they do not directly translate into practice, as they are subject to the logic of
practice, that is up to negotiations, they are powerful mediators of practice. They are actively
contested, reproduced and negotiated, acting as meaning-makers, legitimisers and ordering
principles. They form thus part of the production of the social life of an intervention.
In addition, the research demonstrates (opposing the managerialist policy–administration
dichotomy) that management processes are far from being mere tools but are deeply political.
First, as policies are mediators of practice, the translation process from policy into action is highly
political. Policies are not clear guides for action and they can have conflicting demands or tradeoffs. Second, management processes and tools are political because they have structuring effects.
Seemingly neutral management processes determine who participates at what stage, which has a
structuring effect on project contents and outcomes. Existing internal management processes in
organisations also structure project implementation.
While the adaptive management agenda can be read and interpreted as a political agenda (shifting
the power), the concluding chapter 9 argues that the agenda runs the risk of being depoliticised as
it is increasingly understood and framed in managerial terms (changing aid administration, which
is allegedly politically neutral). By drawing on the example of the depoliticisation of the Paris
Declaration, the chapter shows that the consolidation of managerialism through internal pressure
in the form of the financial crisis, as well as through external pressure in the form of emerging
donors, also contributes to shifting the adaptive management towards a managerial reform of aid.
Both the rise of the results-based management agenda and the potential depoliticisation of the
adaptive agenda are tightly connected to the persistence of managerialism. Adaptive
management’s promise of turning the tide for civil society organisations towards social
transformative development, addressing long-standing concerns of donor dependency, a lacking
membership base and professionalisation does not necessarily materialise in practice. If the
adaptive agenda is practiced as a managerial reform of aid, it thus risks losing its transformational
potential.
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G. Samenvatting (Summary in Dutch)
In het afgelopen decennium is de belangstelling voor adaptieve management benaderingen in
ontwikkelingsssamenwerking toegenomen. Naar aanleiding van de kritiek op het
“managerialistische” karakter van de gangbare resultaatgerichte managementbenaderingen en de
onbedoelde gevolgen daarvan in de praktijk, pleiten mensen uit de beroepspraktijk en academici
voor meer contextgevoelig, lokaal geleid en flexibel projectmanagement. Hoewel academisch
onderzoek over de toepassing en praktische implicaties van adaptief management schaars is, zijn
er aanwijzingen dat de uiteindelijke effecten minder transformatief zijn dan verwacht. Dit is in
overeenstemming met de schaarse (meestal antropologische) publicaties waarin de kloof tussen
beleid en uitvoering in ontwikkelingsprojecten wordt onderzocht. Dit proefschrift wil bijdragen aan
deze literatuur en onderzoekt de effecten van managementkaders, en in het bijzonder meer
adaptieve vormen van management, op de projectpraktijk.
Het proefschrift baseert zich niet op formele documenten om projectimplementatie te
onderzoeken, maar analyseert het daadwerkelijke handelen van de actoren, vanuit een practice
theory benadering. In lijn met de antropologische traditie om te willen weten hóe ontwikkeling
werkt in plaats van óf het werkt, werpt dit proefschrift licht op het “sociale leven” van projecten
vanuit het perspectief van de betrokkenen. Daartoe maakt het gebruik van een diepgaande
vergelijkende casestudy van twee ontwikkelingsinterventies in Oeganda en Vietnam, die vallen
onder het beleidskader Dialogue and Dissent (“Samenspraak en Tegenspraak”). Dit beleidskader is
gepubliceerd door het Nederlandse Ministerie van Buitenlandse Zaken en introduceert
verschillende adaptieve en sociaal transformatieve elementen. De casestudy werd gefaciliteerd
door Oxfam Novib, die toegang verleende tot hun landenkantoren in Vietnam en Oeganda en hun
partnerorganisaties. Data zijn verzameld door middel van interviews, projectdocumenten en
participerende observatie bij 27 organisaties in Nederland, Vietnam en Oeganda. Deze multi-sited
onderzoeksaanpak kan het best worden beschreven aan de hand van Reinholds concept van
”studying through”; een strategie waarbij een beleid wordt gevolgd in en tussen verschillende
locaties tot aan degenen die door het beleid worden geraakt (Wedel et al., 2005, p. 10; Wright &
Reinhold, 2011, p. 87).
Om de relatie tussen projectmanagement en de praktijk te onderzoeken werden één hoofdvraag
en vijf deelvragen geformuleerd. Hieronder zullen de antwoorden op de vijf deelvragen kort
uiteengezet worden , gevolgd door een overkoepelend commentaar op de hoofdvraag.
(1) Hoe wordt adaptief management begrepen, beoefend en geïnstitutionaliseerd
door ontwikkelingsorganisaties en mensen uit de beroepspraktijk?
In hoofdstuk 5 wordt uiteengezet hoe adaptieve managementbenaderingen zijn ontstaan uit
kritiek op de rigide aanpak van de heersende resultaatgerichte managementbenaderingen die
grotendeels op een managerialistische manier zijn geïmplementeerd. Wetenschappers die zich
hebben laten inspireren door de complexiteitswetenschap, systemische benaderingen en
stromingen uit de beroepspraktijk, zoals “Doing Development Differently”, hebben bijgedragen tot
de opkomst van adaptief management sinds het einde van het eerste decennium van de jaren
2000. Er is geen overkoepelende definitie van wat adaptief management is, maar
gemeenschappelijke elementen van definities zijn een focus op het aanpassen van interventies
aan veranderende omstandigheden (korte feedbackcycli of iteraties), (politieke)
contextgevoeligheid, evidence-based leren, lokaal leiderschap en probleemgestuurd en machtsensitief ontwerp en implementatie. Terwijl de door de “Building State Capability Group” van de
universiteit van Harvard ontwikkelde “Problem-Driven Iterative Adaptation” (PDIA)-benadering
hoofdzakelijk gericht is op hervorming van de overheidssector, legt de “Thinking and Working
Politically Community of Practice” de nadruk op het erkennen en aanpakken van de politieke
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dimensie van ontwikkelingsprojecten. Daarnaast streven DFID (Department for International
Development of the United Kingdom) en USAID (United States Agency for International
Development) naar het mainstreamen van adaptieve benaderingen in hun organisaties. Terwijl
DFID nog niet met een overkoepelend raamwerk is gekomen, heeft USAID het “Collaborating,
Learning and Adapting” (CLA) raamwerk ontwikkeld, dat gebruikt dient te worden om adaptieve
praktijken in de reguliere programmacyclus op te nemen. Alle actoren zien adaptief management
eerder als een reeks beginselen dan als een nieuwe blauwdruk voor het management. De
institutionalisering ervan is echter vrij zwak, met uitzondering van het geval van USAID. Er is tot nu
toe slechts een klein aantal “project champions” gefinancierd, meestal in de beleidssector. Uit de
analyse van de casestudies blijkt dat de mensen uit de beroepspraktijk beargumenteren dat
adaptief management in de praktijk in de eerste plaats neer komt op gewijzigde
samenwerkingspatronen. Meer autonomie voor veldmedewerkers om interventies aan te passen
is in de eerste plaats afhankelijk van nauwe betrekkingen met besluitvormers. Het belangrijkste
obstakel voor adaptieve implementatie zijn rigide donorvereisten.
(2) Wat zijn de mogelijkheden van adaptief management om maatschappelijke
organisaties te helpen meer verantwoording af te leggen aan hun leden en
begunstigden en de verwachting waar te maken dat zij machtsongelijkheden
aanpakken en bijdragen aan sociale transformatie?
In hoofdstuk 5 wordt ook geconstateerd dat maatschappelijke organisaties niet voorop lopen bij
het bepleiten van adaptief management. Er zijn tot nu toe slechts weinig werkdocumenten en
pilots van maatschappelijke organisaties. De bestudeerde casestudies waarin maatschappelijke
organisaties participeren, laten zien dat adaptieve praktijken niet in de plaats komen van reguliere
projectmanagementpraktijken, maar eerder leiden tot een proces van gelaagdheid (het toevoegen
van extra verantwoordelijkheden) of verschuiving van verantwoordelijkheden binnen het
projectsysteem. Het hoofdstuk concludeert dan ook dat als alleen de implementatiemethodologie
wordt veranderd, maar institutionele procedures zoals rigide jaarlijkse werkplannen en financiële
plannen van kracht blijven, adaptief management waarschijnlijk zijn doelen niet zal bereiken.
Een ander obstakel is dat maatschappelijke organisaties gevangen zitten in een systeem waarin zij
moeten voldoen aan de verantwoordingseisen van meerdere financieringsinstanties. Dit kan
maatschappelijke organisaties ertoe aanzetten om adaptieve projecten samen te voegen met hun
reguliere werkprocedures (de strengste donor bepaalt de norm) of om middelen te onttrekken aan
adaptieve interventies (aangezien er minder wordt gerapporteerd en leerprocessen vaak niet
worden gedocumenteerd). Het is ook de vraag of adaptief management kan slagen als het de
zoveelste top-down gemandateerde aanpak is die lokale inbreng en eigenaarschap ontbeert. De
analyse van de casestudy’s suggereert dan ook dat de huidige implementatiestatus van adaptief
management niet bijdraagt tot het keren van het tij naar meer sociaal transformatieve
ontwikkelingsinterventies.
Hoewel de in de casestudies onderzochte adaptieve praktijken op operationeel niveau meer
ruimte bieden, betoogt het proefschrift dat zij alleen transformatief kunnen zijn als zij gepaard
gaan met grotere verschuivingen in het system van ontwikkelingssamenwerking. Donoren zouden
een aantal verantwoordingseisen moeten loslaten en de operationele beginselen moeten wijzigen.
Dit vereist dat waarden, politieke doelstellingen en machtsongelijkheden worden aangepakt, die
momenteel begraven liggen onder het technische discours over adaptief management. Adaptief
management kan alleen slagen als het niet uitsluitend een verandering van
implementatiemethodologie is die niet gepaard gaat met het aanpakken van de heersende
managerialistische visie op wat ontwikkeling is. Dit zou ook een grotere betrokkenheid van de
uitvoerders in de ontvangende landen vereisen.
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(3) Hoe kan de relatie tussen managementkaders en de praktijk worden
gekarakteriseerd? Wat zijn de effecten van het nieuwe “Dialogue and Dissent”
beleid op organisaties?
Hoofdstuk 6 gaat in op de casestudy en behandelt de vernieuwingen van de “Dialogue and Dissent
Theory of Change” (Verandertheorie) vanuit het perspectief van drie in Nederland gevestigde lead
partner organisaties. Het hoofdstuk laat zien dat managementrichtlijnen niet direct werden
geïmplementeerd, maar gemedieerd door bestaande handelingspatronen, gedeelde ervaringen
en interacties tussen individuen, organisaties en artefacten. Er kon niet worden verondersteld dat
de richtlijnen intrinsieke betekenissen hadden, ze waren juist onderhevig aan interpretatie en
verandering, afhankelijk van de bredere context. Beleidsverandering werd ook niet per se
doorgegeven aan partnerorganisaties. De “vernieuwingen” van het ministerie leidden tot
verschillende reacties, afhankelijk van bestaande organisatorische praktijken en gedeelde
ervaringen van eerdere samenwerking met het ministerie. Hoofdstuk 6 concludeert dan ook dat
managementkaders niet universeel effectieve beleidshefbomen zijn en bovendien altijd
afhankelijk zijn van de bredere institutionele context. Operationele vrijheden met betrekking tot
het ontwerp van de interventies en het kader voor monitoring en evaluatie gingen tegelijkertijd
gepaard met beleidsbeperkingen op grotere schaal, zoals grotere beleidscomplementariteit,
toegenomen concurrentie van maatschappelijke organisaties en minder financiering in het
algemeen. Bovendien kon de flexibiliteit waarin het kader voorzag niet volledig in de praktijk
worden omgezet vanwege de institutionele aard van de leidende partnerorganisaties. Dit sluit aan
bij de bevinding van hoofdstuk 5, waarin wordt gesteld dat maatschappelijke organisaties een
evenwicht moeten vinden tussen een veelvoud aan verantwoordingseisen, waardoor zij nieuwe
vereisten moeten integreren in bestaande werkwijzen.
(4) Hoe worden de voorwaarden van donors in een project toegepast, hoe wordt
daarover onderhandeld en hoe worden ze geïmplementeerd in de praktijk?
Hoe worden beleidsmodellen veranderd door degenen die er in de praktijk
mee werken?
Hoofdstuk 7 bouwt voort op de bevinding van hoofdstuk 6 dat lead partnerorganisaties nieuwe
beleidseisen niet noodzakelijkerwijs doorgeven aan partnerorganisaties. De focus van de analyse
ligt op interacties tussen Oxfam Novib, landenkantoren en partners CSOs op hun respectievelijke
“interfaces”. Voortbordurend op de bevinding van hoofdstuk 6 dat richtlijnen onderhevig zijn aan
interpretaties van verschillende organisaties, voegt hoofdstuk 7 toe dat richtlijnen ook onderhevig
zijn aan onderhandelingen tussen organisaties bij de verschillende interfaces. Elke interface is een
onafhankelijk georganiseerde entiteit met zijn eigen opkomende regels, afhankelijk van de
betekenis van relaties en de gemeenschappelijke geschiedenis. Dit voegt een extra laag van
complexiteit toe bij de vertaling van richtlijnen naar de praktijk. Noch vrijheid bevorderende
richtlijnen noch richtlijnen die als beperkend werden ervaring liepen lineair door het project. De
richtlijnen die de organisaties bereikten, hadden ook geen uniforme betekenis. Wat door sommige
organisaties als gunstig werd ervaren, werd door anderen als beperkend beoordeeld, afhankelijk
van de belangen van de organisaties. Interfaces zijn echter ook plaatsen waar orde wordt
geschapen. Het perfecte plaatje dat aan buitenstaanders wordt gepresenteerd in de vorm van
rapporten is eerder een resultaat van een gezamenlijk en relationeel proces dan van
standaardisatie.
Gezien
het
niet-lineaire,
tweekoppige
en
flexibele
karakter
van
relaties
in
ontwikkelingssamenwerking wordt in dit hoofdstuk voorgesteld de veelgebruikte metafoor van de
“aid chain” (hulpverleningsketen) te verwerpen. Met andere woorden; het wordt duidelijk dat
mensen uit de beroepspraktijk alsmede de organisaties in de ontvangende landen niet louter
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ontvangers zijn van hulp, maar actieve spelers bij de interpretatie, onderhandeling en uitvoering
van de richtlijnen.
(5) Hoe kan de relatie tussen organisatorische autonomie en projectuitvoering op
gemeenschapsniveau worden gekarakteriseerd? Hoe oefenen organisaties op
gemeenschapsniveau autonomie uit ten opzichte van hun subsidiegevers en
andere belanghebbenden in de context van een beperkte civiele ruimte? Wat
zijn de effecten van beleidsveranderingen op hen?
In hoofdstuk 8 wordt nader ingegaan op de situatie van subnationale organisaties, die tot nog toe
weinig aandacht heeft gekregen. Subnationale organisaties worden in de “Dialogue and Dissent
Theory of Change” gepresenteerd als belangrijke actoren, maar ook voorstanders van adaptief
management zien hen als cruciale aanjagers van adaptieve interventies. Tegelijkertijd richt de
literatuur zich meer op de beperkingen waarmee CSO’s te maken krijgen in het kader van een
repressieve staat of op de afhankelijkheidsrelaties die CSO’s hebben ten opzichte van hun
donoren. Op basis van de bevindingen uit hoofdstuk 7 dat partnerorganisaties actieve spelers zijn
in plaats van louter ontvangers, onderzoekt dit hoofdstuk de organisatorische autonomie van twee
subnationale organisaties. Ondanks verschillen in de jure autonomie, worden beide organisaties
de facto beperkt door hun subsidiegevers en de autoriteiten. De beperkingen in de relaties worden
echter niet noodzakelijk als negatief ervaren, omdat zij de interventies legitimiteit en expertise
verschaffen, waardoor de organisaties in staat zijn deze politiek gevoelige projecten uit te voeren
in de context van een beperkte civiele ruimte. Dankzij de gemeenschapssetting waren beide
organisaties in staat om hechte relaties op te bouwen met de autoriteiten die nodig waren voor de
projectuitvoering. Het hoofdstuk pleit daarom voor een relationele conceptualisering van
autonomie die rekening houdt met complementariteit tussen organisaties, in plaats van ervan uit
te gaan dat autonomie een waarde op zich is. Bovendien erkent het de meervoudige en
veranderende rollen die maatschappelijke organisaties kunnen aannemen ten opzichte van
andere belanghebbenden, waaruit blijkt dat autonomie niet vastligt, maar evolueert in de praktijk
en in de loop van de tijd.
In het hoofdstuk wordt ook geconstateerd dat de subnationale organisaties het minst profiteren
van de flexibiliteit die de “Dialogue and Dissent Theory of Change” biedt. De onderzochte
organisaties zijn minder dan hun nationale tegenhangers in staat om voor hun eigen belangen te
onderhandelen en om ruimte in de uitvoering af te dwingen. Omdat zij gewend zijn projecten
alleen uit te voeren, maar niet te managen, leiden zij de uitvoering niet, zoals de agenda voor
adaptief management suggereert. Dit toont aan dat adaptief management een bepaald niveau van
organisatorische capaciteiten vereist, en die bevinding is ook in overeenstemming met hoofdstuk
5, waarin werd gesteld dat de agenda voor adaptief management momenteel een cruciale inbreng
van organisaties in de ontvangende landen ontbeert.
Door alle hoofdstukken samen te brengen zal de algemene onderzoeksvraag worden beantwoord
in wat volgt:
Hoe verhouden managementkaders, in het bijzonder adaptieve managementkaders, zich tot de
projectpraktijk in projecten die geïmplementeerd zijn door maatschappelijke organisaties?
Er zijn drie belangrijke bevindingen met betrekking tot de relatie tussen managementkaders en de
praktijk:
(1) Beleid in de vorm van (adaptieve) managementbenaderingen en daaruit voortvloeiende
richtlijnen bereiken niet per se alle projectpartners
Deze dissertatie heeft laten zien dat er meerdere, niet-lineaire verbanden zijn tussen
managementkaders en de praktijk op projectniveau. Het Dialogue and Dissent beleidskader werd
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voornamelijk op het niveau van de lead partner toegepast. Deze beleidsideeën werden vervolgens
selectief geïntegreerd in operationele kaders zoals thematische of nationale Theories of Change,
rapportagesjablonen en monitoring- en evaluatieschema’s. Dit betekent dat sommige ideeën
verloren gingen in deze vertaalslag en nooit de partnerorganisaties bereikten. Zelfs als ze de
partnerorganisaties bereikten, waren de vereisten onderhevig aan onderhandeling en verandering
op elk raakvlak, waardoor hun oorspronkelijke betekenis soms veranderde.
(2) Sociaal transformatieve processen botsen in de uitvoering met geïnstitutionaliseerde
managerialistische processen
Organisaties werken volgens verantwoordingsnormen die de donoren hen hebben opgelegd en
die zij zelf hebben ontwikkeld om verantwoording af te leggen aan hun begunstigden en leden.
Deze geïnstitutionaliseerde bestuurlijke beperkingen zijn routinematig en botsen in de praktijk met
nieuwe sociaal transformatieve processen. Dit kan ertoe leiden dat actoren zelf de flexibiliteit
inperken en geen gebruik maken van de geboden ruimte, aangezien aan eisen van meerdere
donors en verdere belanghebbenden moet worden voldaan. Bovendien kan het
managementkader van een enkel project geen tegenwicht bieden aan grotere
beleidsontwikkelingen zoals de toegenomen concurrentie tussen maatschappelijke organisaties,
een algemene vermindering van de basisfinanciering en een grote nadruk op de effectiviteit van
ontwikkelingssamenwerking.
(3) Het benutten van operationele vrijheden vereist organisatorische capaciteit
Het is niet alleen zo dat vrijheden met betrekking tot managementrichtlijnen niet alle
projectpartners in gelijke mate bereiken, maar ook dat niet alle organisaties in gelijke mate in staat
zijn deze vrijheden in praktijk te brengen. Een gebrek aan planningscapaciteit en interne
bureaucratische processen bleken belemmeringen te zijn voor aanpassing. In de casestudy bleken
met name subnationale organisaties minder goed in staat om ruimte te maken voor hun eigen
belangen. Omdat ze weinig ervaring hadden met projectmanagement en omdat ze gewend waren
projecten slechts uit te voeren (en niet te managen), waren ze niet in staat de geboden vrijheden
te benutten, laat staan de uitvoering te leiden, zoals de agenda voor adaptief management
suggereert. Dit toont aan dat adaptief management eerst en vooral een bepaald niveau van
organisatorische capaciteiten vereist. Het resoneert ook met de bevindingen van een workshop
voor mensen uit de beroepspraktijk in Kenia, waarin werd gesteld dat de agenda voor adaptief
management momenteel cruciale inbreng mist van organisaties die in ontvangende landen zijn
gevestigd (Yanguas, 2018b, p. 4).
Samenvattend laat het proefschrift zien dat adaptieve innovaties over het algemeen slechts
selectief in de praktijk worden geïntegreerd, als ze al werden toegepast. Het onderzoek bevestigt
daarmee Mosse’s bevindingen dat interventies niet alleen worden gedreven door beleid, maar ook
door de institutionele vereisten van organisaties (Mosse, 2004). De dissertatie gaat nog een stap
verder en beperkt zich niet tot het conceptualiseren van beleid in Mosse’s termen als legitimerende
en mobiliserende middelen die los staan van het handelen (Mosse, 2003, p. 45), maar laat zien dat
beleid het handelen structureert. Operationele beleidsdocumenten zoals projectplannen,
monitoringsheets en begrotingen geven op verschillende manieren vorm aan de uitvoering door
representaties en betekenissen te creëren. Hoewel ze zich niet direct vertalen in praxis omdat ze
onderhevig zijn aan diens logica - d.w.z. dat ze tot onderhandelingen leiden - zijn ze wel degelijk
krachtige bemiddelaars van praxis. Ze worden actief betwist, gereproduceerd, en zijn aan
onderhandelingen onderhevig, en fungeren als betekenis-gevers legitimeerders en
ordeningsprincipes. Zij maken dus deel uit van de productie van het sociale leven van een
interventie.
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Bovendien toont het onderzoek aan, en in tegenstelling tot de managerialistische beleidadministratie dichotomie doet vermoeden, dat managementprocessen verre van louter
instrumenten zijn, maar diep politiek geladen. Ten eerste is het vertaalproces van beleid naar actie
in hoge mate politiek, aangezien beleidsmaatregelen bemiddelaars van praxis zijn. Beleid is geen
duidelijke leidraad voor actie en kan tegenstrijdige eisen of compromissen inhouden. Ten tweede
zijn managementprocessen en -instrumenten politiek geladen omdat zij structurerende effecten
hebben. Ogenschijnlijk neutrale managementprocessen bepalen wie in welke fase deelneemt,
hetgeen een structurerend effect heeft op projectinhoud en -resultaten. Bestaande interne
managementprocessen in organisaties structureren ook de uitvoering van projecten.
Hoewel de agenda voor adaptief management kan worden gelezen en geïnterpreteerd als een
politieke agenda (machtsverschuiving), wordt in het afsluitende hoofdstuk betoogd dat de agenda
aan depolitisering onderhevig is, omdat hij steeds meer wordt begrepen en ingekaderd in
managementtermen (dus een verandering van de administratieve processen, die zogenaamd
politiek neutraal zijn). Aan de hand van het voorbeeld van de depolitisering van de “Paris
Declaration on Aid Effectiveness” toont het hoofdstuk aan dat de consolidering van het
managerialisme door zowel interne druk in de vorm van de financiële crisis als externe druk in de
vorm van opkomende donoren ook bijdraagt aan een verschuiving van het adaptief management
naar een managerialistische hervorming van ontwikkelingssamenwerking. Zowel de opkomst van
de agenda voor resultaatgericht management als de potentiële depolitisering van de adaptieve
agenda zijn nauw verbonden met de hardnekkigheid van het managerialisme. De belofte van
adaptief management om het tij voor maatschappelijke organisaties te keren in de richting van
sociaal transformatieve ontwikkeling, en tegemoet te komen aan de aloude zorgen over
afhankelijkheid van donoren, een gebrekkige ledenbasis en professionalisering, wordt in de
praktijk dan ook niet per se waargemaakt. Als de adaptieve agenda wordt uitgevoerd als een
bestuurlijke hervorming van ontwikkelingssamenwerking, bestaat het gevaar dat het
transformatieve potentieel verloren gaat.
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