
Partnership, power and adaptive 
programming: learning from Christian 
Aid’s governance service contracts

Influencing power dynamics
Christian Aid believes poverty is structural, driven 
by the uneven distribution of power. Our strategy, 
Partnership for Change, aims to alter the power 
structures and dynamics that keep people poor. 
Christian Aid governance programmes are built on 
this understanding of power, and have an important 
place in our international work, delivered exclusively 
through local partners. Governance strategies also 
continue to play a significant role in Christian Aid’s 
health and resilient livelihoods programmes.

Governance, accountability and transparency 
initiatives have grown in significance in international 
development. The Department for International 
Development (DFID), for example, has spent billions 
on governance programmes over the past five years. 
Many actors, donors, implementers and researchers 
alike are now keen not only to understand what 
these programmes are achieving, but increasingly, 
how change takes place.1 Furthermore, in a funding 
environment increasingly reliant on institutional 
donors, there is growing interest in how donor policies 
and funding mechanisms affect programming, 
especially the embedding of politically informed 
approaches, understood to be necessary for effective 
development.

Since 2010, Christian Aid has steadily gained 
expertise in delivering governance and civil society 
programmes, especially through donor-funded 
initiatives and large supplier contracts, in which 
DFID is the lead donor.2 Much of Christian Aid’s 
experience with DFID-funded service contracts has 
been in governance programmes. Christian Aid’s first 
governance service contract was the Poorest Areas 
Civil Society (PACS) in India, in 2010. Enhancing Citizen 
and State Interaction (ENCISS) in Sierra Leone was our 
second governance service contract, and Civil Society 
Fund (CSF) our third. 

In 2014-15, Christian Aid carried out a learning review 
of our donor-funded governance programmes, 

drawing on our experience of designing and 
implementing these programmes, to build a common 
understanding of how governance can be improved 
in different contexts. The review was led by Africa 
Programme Adviser (Performance) Shuna Keen, 
and Pascale Hall, Programme Adviser (Institutional 
Funding). It comprised a short literature review,  
a desk review of programme documentation 
(including mid-term reviews and final evaluations, 
where available), plus key informant interviews and 
focus group discussions. 

This synthesis paper aims to share key insights from 
the review, with a view to contributing to the growing 
body of learning from civil society programming on 
governance. It focuses on insights around partnership, 
power analysis and adaptive programming, with 
particular reference to the three service contracts 
which were examined as part of the review. Table 
1, overleaf, provides an overview of these three 
programmes managed by Christian Aid in India, Sierra 
Leone and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). 

Our partnership approach
Christian Aid’s partnership approach rests on the 
assumption that development is most effective and 
sustainable when it is driven by empowered local 
actors. As stated in Value for People: On the added 
value of Christian Aid’s partnership approach, ‘for 
Christian Aid, development …requires a long-term 
commitment: local people and their organizations 
are the driving force behind change processes. The 
empowerment of marginalized groups can only be 
sustainable and legitimate when it is locally owned 
and driven’.3

The PACS, ENCISS and CSF service contracts 
each included a substantial grants-management 
component. They contrast with the ‘traditional’ model 
of partnership in Christian Aid’s country programmes 
in various ways: first, the scale of the service contracts 
entails a much larger volume of grants than is 
generally managed by country programmes without 
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service contracts; second, the service contracts 
have applied an open and competitive process for the 
selection of partners to be funded.4 Given the size and 
nature of these grants-management contracts, they 
have required Christian Aid to identify and develop 
many new relationships with different actors beyond 
our existing partner portfolio, and to work at scale in a 
new and different way in each of the three countries. 

Christian Aid’s approach to partnership in these 
service contracts is also distinct in terms of partner 
portfolio, and to varying degrees, they represent a 
shift away from working with civil society actors as the 
primary protagonists, to more substantial engagement 
with national and local authorities. Engagement of 
Christian Aid, with both civil society and the state, in a 
brokering role or through advocacy capacity building, 
has been an important component of all three 
contracts, alongside provision of grants. 

PACS’ partner selection processes were informed by 
Christian Aid India’s understanding of identity-based 
social exclusion, and were thus designed to reach 

out to organisations working in the remotest areas 
with socially excluded groups. The process of scoring 
applications included a proportion (50%) reserved 
for organisations led by excluded communities such 
as Dalits, tribal people, Muslims, women and people 
with disabilities. According to the DFID PACS Annual 
Review 2014, there is evidence that, as a result of 
support from PACS, community-based organisations 
(CBOs) have gained strength on the ground, in 
terms of concrete action and finding space in local 
governance processes.5

ENCISS partner selection was carried out through a 
series of three calls for proposals based on priority 
themes: large ‘strategic grants’ (up to two years in 
duration) targeted national actors; medium-sized 
‘project grants’ (up to 12 months) targeted actors 
working at provincial level; and ‘micro-grants’ (up 
to six months) targeted actors working at local level 
such as district councils and bodies, chiefdom ward 
structures and CBOs. The inclusion of micro-grants, in 
particular, allowed Christian Aid to reach out beyond 
the better-established urban-based civil society actors, 

Table 1: PACS, ENCISS and CSF service contracts

Programmes Poorest Areas Civil Society 
(PACS): Service contract (£32m)

Enhancing Citizen and State 
Interaction (ENCISS): Service 
contract (£10.5m)

Civil Society Fund (CSF): 
Service contract (£12.2m)

Timeframe 2009-2016 October 2010 – January 2015 July 2010 – December 2014

Purpose and 
goals

To reduce the gap between the 
socially excluded population 
and the general population, 
with the purpose of improving 
the uptake of entitlements by 9 
million socially excluded people 

To improve accountability and 
strengthen citizens’ voices, 
participation in decision making 
and access to information. To 
strengthen the relationship 
between society and state, and 
support Sierra Leone’s poorest 
communities

To strengthen the democratic 
framework in DRC and 
increase access to, and 
citizen participation in, the 
political system. Civil society 
organisations (CSOs) promote 
the voice and channel the 
interest of citizens, hold the 
government to account and 
promote good governance

Donor(s) and 
funding type

DFID service contract DFID service contract. DFID 
funded £6.3m and the EU £4.2m

DFID service contract with 
contributions from the UK 
(£10m) and Sweden (30m SEK). 
DFID is the lead donor

Overview of 
grant making

89 partners, £12.4m in grants 
by March 2016 

243 grants worth £3.8m for 
capacity building across 5 
thematic areas through 3 calls 
for proposals

108 grants, worth £5.9m, 
through 5 calls for proposals, 
managed through competitive 
thematic calls for proposals

Non grant-
making 
activities

Capacity building and 
networking support with 
CSOs (and the community-
based organisations they 
support) through training and 
networking events 

Partner capacity development 
through policy dialogue forums, 
accountability platforms and 
communication. Training, 
mentoring, documentation and 
lesson learning

Training provided in financial 
and project management, 
monitoring and evaluation, 
communication, advocacy 
effectiveness, consortium 
management

Locations 90 districts in 7 states in India 8 districts in Sierra Leone 5 provinces in the DRC



to those in more remote areas. The final evaluation, 
published in 2013, found that ENCISS was unique ‘in 
comparison to other civil society-funded projects in 
Africa …in that it focuses on hard-to-reach areas and 
funding smaller organisations’.6 

By comparison, the CSF programme struggled to 
establish and maintain coherence within a strategic 
funding approach. Calls for proposals were not 
focused thematically and the strategic intent was less 
clear, with the result that partner selection amounted 
to a fragmented ‘scattergun effect’.7 This affected the 
overall impact achieved by the programme. Christian 
Aid staff interviewed in Kinshasa commented: ‘When 
you divide the money up into small packets, all 
covering different areas, it doesn’t lead to important 
results. Not only did you start without working out 
the problems to address, but then there were also 
too many projects to manage.’8 Furthermore, the 
CSF Final Review9 concluded that competitive grant 
making was not appropriate in the DRC context and 
was even counter-productive, leading to the creation 
of substantial opposition to the CSF within the 
CSO community, and generating large volumes of 
applications that required significant investments in 
time and effort to process.10

A recent Independent Commission for Aid Impact 
(ICAI) review of DFID programmes has similarly 
raised concerns about standardised grant-making 
processes for funding civil society in Ghana and 
Malawi, which can work against funding strategically 
and effectively.11 ICAI found that the higher the volume 
of grants a fund provides, the more difficult it can 
be to maintain a clear strategic approach, leading 
instead to ‘fragmented portfolios’ and a ‘substantial 
management burden, allowing the programme 
management teams limited time to work with 
individual grantees on their strategies’.  

From transactional to relational 
In all three service contracts, Christian Aid has 
provided some level of training and/or broader 
accompaniment alongside grants. In ENCISS, it was 
the micro-grants channelled to local-level actors that 
demonstrated greatest potential for transformational 
impact. According to the ENCISS III final evaluation: 
‘Micro-grant interventions were the most effective and 
made the biggest difference in terms of addressing 
the problems that undermine citizen-government 
interaction and governance processes for equitable 
service delivery.’12 Some of these grantees were 
accessing external funding for the first time and they 
appreciated the role played by ENCISS in providing 
learning opportunities. Although many of the micro-
grantees had low organisational capacity and required 
close accompaniment to deliver at the required level, 
they created value for the communities with which 
they worked.13 The final evaluation nevertheless 
recommended that, to be sustainable, micro-project 
funding should last longer, for example 12-18 months.   

With CSF, staff felt there was limited opportunity to 
accompany and build relationships with grantees, 

because the funding contracts were short, and there 
was no continuity between the calls for proposals, 
contrasting with Christian Aid’s usual approach to 
partnership in the DRC and globally. The relationships 
were described as more ‘transactional’ than 
‘relational’.14 Nevertheless, the review suggests that 
CSF’s approach was still appreciated by partners and 
was experienced as more empowering than is often 
the case in the DRC. As Jacques Tshimbalanga from 
CSF partner CONEPT explained: ‘Usually we have 
donors who fund you, then leave. This is the first time 
I have seen a donor that builds capacities before the 
implementation of the project…hats off to CSF.’15

Partnership in PACS has been characterised by 
equality and mutual accountability, working for the 
common cause of non-discriminatory access to state 
services and resources. In an interview, one partner 
explained how PACS/Christian Aid’s value-driven 
approach is distinguished by ‘equal terms of dialogue’ 
in which ‘opinions can be shared honestly’.16 The 
partner went on to explain that working with PACS is 
empowering, notably because, through knowledge 
brokering, PACS shares its aggregated, bigger 
picture of governance and social exclusion in India 
with partners working at sub-national levels. PACS’ 
responsiveness in meeting partners’ urgent technical 
support needs was also empowering. 

While it is difficult to summarise across three different 
settings, there is clear evidence that we have been 
able to adapt our partnership values and approach 
to managing open grants programmes in service 
contracts, through principles of open dialogue and 
accompaniment, focusing on differing levels of grants 
to ensure the voices of the most marginalised people 
are represented. A thematic approach to funding 
partners is also important, and building the magnitude 
of change requires working at national and local levels 
to broker state and civil-society dialogue.

Power analysis and working politically
Christian Aid understands power as ‘the ability to 
create or resist change’. Addressing power imbalances 
is key to overcoming poverty; for example, increasing 
poor and excluded peoples’ power to have their say 
and be heard, or to know their rights and demand 
them; the power to access essential services or to 
share fairly in the world’s resources; to live in the 
security not only of surviving, but of thriving.17 

In line with wider sector practice, Christian Aid 
has increasingly used power analysis across our 
governance work, although this approach was not as 
prevalent when we first started our three governance 
service contracts. The multi-country Power to the 
People (P2P) programme (2008-2013), funded by DFID’s 
Governance and Transparency Fund (GTF), was one of 
the first to use power analysis explicitly. Through P2P, 
Christian Aid sought to ‘test an explicit, systematic, 
participatory power analysis approach to voice and 
accountability work’. 18 The widespread use of power 
analysis was an innovation for Christian Aid and has 
led to our applying this approach to all that we do. 



Learning from our broader governance programmes 
highlights the importance of analysing the local 
context, political and power structures, using 
appropriate methods, in order to respond effectively to 
governance challenges. The experience of embedding 
power analysis into the service contract grant 
management funds (CSF, ENCISS and PACS) is varied, 
reflecting the different sets of contexts, circumstances 
and donor relationships. Social exclusion analysis 
was fully integrated into the PACS design and grant-
making processes, reflecting the historical exclusion, 
in India of specific groups based on caste, religious 
identity and gender. Grant applications required 
potential partners to demonstrate the link between 
their analysis of social exclusion and their proposed 
intervention. 

By contrast, power analysis was not systematically 
incorporated into ENCISS or CSF. The CSF Final 
Review concluded that the lack of analysis meant 
there was not a strong enough understanding of 
power dynamics at work, or of the ‘drivers of change’, 
to inform programme design and grant selection 
processes and criteria, appropriate for the DRC 
context.19 CSF did, however, conduct stakeholder 
analysis and advocacy training which enabled partners 
to analyse more effectively their relationships with, 
and behaviours relating to, government, to improve 
strategic engagement with decision makers.20 
This learning review has also revealed that, in the 
Christian Aid context, power analysis is often carried 
out intuitively by local partners, but capturing and 
documenting partners’ knowledge of the political 
landscape and power dynamics can be a challenge. In 
some instances, it is not appropriate to document and 
share politically sensitive details revealed by power 
analysis. 

The practice in Christian Aid’s DFID-funded service 
contracts has since evolved. Our newer service 
contracts (such as STAR Ghana) are now built on a 
systematic and intentional use of power analysis, and 
this enables us to position ourselves better to manage 
political risk. 

However, in some country contexts, working politically 
carries the risk of reprisals, repression and backlash. 
Given the nature of governance work, in which partner 
protagonists are calling for change, there can be 
significant risks, both to organisations and individuals. 
From other programme settings, there have been 
reports of incidents of widespread and targeted 
violence that have affected civil society actors directly, 
or caused subsequent problems. 

The PACS programme has used a number of strategies 
for minimising and mitigating political risk, including: 

•  rigorous context and power analysis, enabling 
Christian Aid and partners to identify and manage 
political risks

•  careful design and monitoring of media statements 
by PACS staff 

•  partner visibility in all activities, maintaining an 
open dialogue between actors, and a high profile in 
the media to help build a relationship with people in 
power 

•  the building of a trusting relationship with the 
government; PACS’ collaboration at state level 
is open and collaborative, identifying common 
interests, while asking critical questions. 

In both CSF and PACS, the approach to managing 
political risk emphasises the more collaborative, 
‘insider’ strategies, such as building trusting 
relationships and maintaining open dialogue with 
government. Collaboration was often agreed and 
formalised through memorandums of understanding 
(MoUs), or other written authorisation signed with 
the authorities. Advocacy training was a significant 
means through which CSF supported partners to 
become more effective and credible actors in relation 
to government and communities, moving from 
confrontational approaches to more constructive 
engagement with local authority and service 
providers. Similarly, ENCISS has mitigated risk by 
working through a participatory and supportive 
approach with government as an ‘honest broker’, 
creating a ‘safe space’ for interaction between 
government and non-government actors and ensuring 
credibility by always working with legitimate actors 
at grassroots level.21 Nevertheless, there is a danger 
that the strong emphasis on fiduciary and financial 
risk within grants management service contracts leads 
to deprioritisation of the political or security risks for 
CSOs.

Institutional donors can play an important role in 
creating an enabling environment through political 
dialogue, in addition to funding, and thereby 
increasing aid effectiveness and value for money – 
especially in repressive or high-risk environments 
such as DRC. Promoting civil society space and human 
rights requires coherence around aid and diplomatic 
functions, which are often split between government 
departments of bilateral donor governments. Yet this 
joined-up approach can be difficult to achieve. There 
is, for example, little evidence of DFID’s programming 
in support of civil society via the CSF actually 
informing the political dialogue and diplomacy on 
human rights and civil society space led by the FCO, 
or vice versa. Opportunities were also missed for 
integrating CSF thematic calls with other DFID-funded 
governance and transparency initiatives running in 
parallel; for example, in the mining sector.22 

Within Christian Aid, we also recognise that the CSF 
activities did not inform our global advocacy work 
on governance and human rights in the DRC in a 
meaningful or systematic way, which meant that we 
missed opportunities to maximise synergies and 
effectiveness. 



Adaptive programming to maximise impact
From this review of governance programmes, 
we have found that being able to change is of 
critical importance. This is as much about grant 
and partnership management tools as it is about 
responsiveness to changing power dynamics. 
Adaptive programming is about looking for 
opportunities to maximise impact, adjusting 
programming to meet contextual changes, 
responding to learning throughout all stages of 
the programme cycle, and achieving value for 
money by regularly evaluating where resources 
are focused. Christian Aid’s adaptive approach also 
emphasises the importance of locally owned change 
processes, underpinned by local knowledge and 
relationships. Christian Aid’s experience in governance 
programming points increasingly to the need for 
more flexible programme management approaches to 
facilitate adaptive programming and agile, politically 
informed decision making in complex settings. We 
recognise that social transformation processes which 
involve changing power relations in favour of poor 
and excluded groups are most often incremental, long 
term, unpredictable and non-linear.

The review identifies two broad elements in 
enabling adaptive programming: first, a collaborative 
relationship between service provider and donor 
(and arguably, also, between service provider and 
partners/grantees), underpinned by mutual trust and 
respect, with a willingness, on both sides, to engage 
in open dialogue around challenges and lessons, in 
order to change tack as necessary. A learning-focused, 
flexible monitoring and evaluation system should 
also be incorporated into programme design and 
implementation. 

ENCISS’ productive relationship and mutual 
understanding with DFID Sierra Leone, and DFID’s 
openness to change within the programme, allowed 
some adaptive approaches to be embedded. DFID 
Sierra Leone was cooperative and supportive while 
also being challenging, using annual reviews to 
make evidence-based changes to the logframe, 
better reflecting the reality on the ground. Donor 
relationships and timely decision making are pivotal to 
effective programming, and these enabled the ENCISS 
programme to adapt and modify its approach, which 
was most evident in response to the Ebola crisis in 
2014. At a time when state resources were redirected 
from other services into the Ebola response, additional 
Ebola-related activities were designed and agreed 
between DFID, Christian Aid and implementing 
partners, building on ENCISS’ existing community-
based work. 

In India, the PACS senior leaders invested in their 
relationship with DFID; they drew on Christian Aid 
India’s sound knowledge of the context and expertise 
in social exclusion, and this helped them to negotiate 
effectively on certain key areas, leading to a number of 
adaptations in programme design. For example, PACS 
advocated that the initial number of districts proposed 
by DFID was not suitable for PACS implementation, 

which was subsequently taken on board by DFID. Key 
programming tools, such as logframes, were used in a 
dynamic and flexible way. DFID’s openness and shared 
vision, and its perception of PACS as a credible actor, 
made changes possible along the way. 

The PACS team also developed and used its 
management information system (MIS) to inform 
programmatic decisions actively. It generated 
evidence of progress towards outcomes, ensuring 
strategies and approaches were appropriate to the 
context, and identified trends in certain areas that 
could be scaled up. 

Where most effective, partner selection includes 
deliberate mechanisms and policies for reaching out to 
the most marginalised and excluded groups. Carrying 
out power analysis, and using it in intervention design, 
can increase effectiveness. Institutional donors 
can play an important role in creating an enabling 
environment through political dialogue at national 
level. Christian Aid’s experience in governance 
programming illustrates the need for more flexible 
and adaptive programme management and decision 
making. This is most easily achieved when there is 
a collaborative relationship between donors and 
service providers, based on mutual understanding and 
commitment to learning.

When using both grants-management systems 
and power-analysis methodologies side by side, 
the planning and reporting burden on grantees can 
become significant. We note that the two can detract 
focus from one another, and more often the power 
analysis, although fundamental for strategic intent and 
effectiveness, becomes secondary to financial and 
fiduciary systems. As a development community, we 
are challenged to think about the need for adaptability 
and how we can promote this, both practically through 
the tools that accompany grant-making service 
contracts, and through the way in which political and 
power analysis sits alongside other processes. 

‘The fact that adaptive development 
programming is the way to go in order 
to deliver transformative development 
outcomes and impacts is just sinking in 
among many development agencies.  
On this path, this publication is timely 
in that it nicely guides readers to areas 
that are critical for informed debates to 
happen so as to encourage mutual learning 
and good practice among researchers, 
evaluators and practitioners alike…(in 
the realm of) collective action, iterative 
learning, local problem solving, and 
thinking and acting politically.’ 

Fletcher Tembo, Research Associate, Overseas 
Development Institute
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