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Appendix 1: History and Context 
 

The conflict in Syria started in March 2011 as part of the Arab Spring. What started as 
peaceful protests soon changed into a bloody civil war. The country has since faced a 
massive human crisis that has led to over half of the total population in Syria has been 
displaced since the beginning of the crisis with some 6.5 million people displaced internally. 
Nearly 4.3 million people have fled the country.  
 

Although humanitarian organizations were present in the region, they have found it 
extremely challenging to address this crisis. One of the main challenges in the northern Syria 
context has been the need for remote operations due to security constraints and the more 
recent restrictions on crossing the border between Syria and Turkey. Before the current 
conflict, Syria did not have an open and dynamic civil society sector and the international 
humanitarian sector has been further challenged by the lack of existing civil society 
organizations to work with and through inside Syria. It is only since the beginning of the 
conflict that Syrian civil society organizations have begun to emerge as actors expecting to 
be taken seriously as equal partners in delivering humanitarian assistance and in the 
rebuilding of Syria. 
 

In the table below the milestones and perceptions of evolving working relationships between 
Syrian and international humanitarian actors is summarized. The input for this story is based 
on the feedback of the participants of the workshop held in Gaziantep on 25 November.  
 

Timeline Collaborative efforts (and perceptions / dynamics - in highlighted sections and italic) 

2011 Initial response coordinated from southern Turkey. Started from charity, with Syrians mobilizing to meet 
humanitarian needs of their people. Whether directly from Syria or diaspora from around the world, Syrians 
mobilized into loose networks and affiliations and developed a presence in Gaziantep.  
At the beginning there were reported high levels of trust and flexibility, based on personal relationships, loose 
networks/small groupings often with no formal registration. The absence of a civil society in Syria meant that there 
was no one with NGO organizational or civil society experience. It was a steep learning curve. 
Some health NGOs were active from 2011 onwards and slowly started forming and registering in various countries 
around the world through diaspora. 

2012 Arrival of INGOs, each conducting their own response and programming. International actors brought more 
bureaucratic requirements in order to assure accountability and manage risk of humanitarian assistance ending up 
with armed groups together with the risk of becoming victims of the conflict through arbitrary shelling.  
Challenging for INGO’s to find out who to partner with best. SNGOs did not have a strong track record. 
Focus was on distribution of food/medicine and capacity development often to meet donor requirements 
SNGOs felt they needed different capacity building interventions than they were receiving.  
To start with, there was no joint response from the international actors. In time an organic growth of on-the-ground 
co-ordination emerged. As time progressed, informal groups started to institutionalize and official "bodies" started 
to exist.  
NGO Forum1 established and managed by NGOs (the 20 biggest organizations at the time) 
INGOs and Syrian NGOs both formal and informal started working together to deliver the response.  
Often characterized by emergency short-term contracts for logistics and distribution. Many rushed into operations 
without first having clarity of understanding about operational capacity, values, how to structure, mutual 
expectations, strengths and weaknesses etc. and at times people became reluctant to follow the partnership route. 
Still focused on distribution of food, medicine and goods.  
Proliferation of subcontracting arrangements for rapid distributions (e.g. food/hygiene kits). These were often 
labelled partnerships although often lacked meaningful and structured engagement. 

2013 Crisis moments such as polio outbreak sparked the need for a collective response (such as the Polio Taskforce) 
brought different stakeholders together including diaspora in medical world to address the response. Perceived as a 
successful joint response. 
Arrival of the UN agencies 

                                            
1 Formally the “NGO Forum for NGOs Operating in Northern Syria” 



 

3 
 

Even more bureaucratic systems that at times were felt to hinder efforts whilst recognizing valuable work and 
contribution particularly in tech (??). Syrian response perceived as changing from being "proactive to reactive". Max. 
one-year funding perceived as too short time period. This still continues 5 years after the start of the emergency. 
OCHA arrived with a mandate for coordination and an established way of working with others.  
Given pre-existing relationships and rigidity of the approach.   

2014 Expatriate staff left northern Syria due to serious security incidents including kidnappings and killings of 
humanitarian workers. Increase of cross-border co-operation from southern Turkey with SNGOs. 
Partnership Initiative was established, a forum to discuss, explore and strengthen different partnerships and 
coordinate capacity development. 

2015 
Whilst direct and indirect (with SNGOs) cross-border operations had been going on well before this point, the impact 
of the border ‘closure’ was that (a) fewer and fewer refugees were able to cross and (b) each NGO registered in 
Turkey has a max of 5 (Syrian) staff per border crossing authorized to cross the border unhindered. Many/most 
INGOs have their own Syrian employees working inside Syria (only a few have no staff inside and work only through 
SNGOs). Humanitarian Pooled fund (OCHA) opened in 2014 to provide a mechanism for donors to aggregate funding 
with the first allocations disbursed in early 2015.  

Positively received especially because SNGOs could access these funds directly (rather than through INGOs or UN 
agencies) especially for critical overhead costs not otherwise funded. 
Growth in number of partnerships as people starting to "know now the rules".  
Many local SNGOs now have multiple relationships (3-4) and in some cases more than they can handle (delivering 10 
projects with 10 different partner organizations).  
Whilst initially inexperienced, Syrian NGOs have learned and grown a lot, due in part to the highly educated and 
astute nature of the individuals leading and delivering the work. The profile of the Syrian people leading this work 
means that there is a strong voice advocating for changing the humanitarian sector so that it can deliver what is 
needed in Syria, in a way that adheres to international, humanitarian and basic human principles of co-working. 
Mistrust exists from a history of bad experiences, although some actors are building from past experiences what is 
needed and building better relationships and re-building trust. One donor reported better relationships as seen from 
better reporting. 
The formation of Local Councils enabled local citizens to step into a leadership role to take on locally-coordinated 
response to needs – e.g. water, education, health etc. These Councils increasingly represent the locally-accountable 
administration with whom international actors can work.  
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Appendix 2: Findings from interviews and meetings 
 

Conversations in interviews, the workshop and the strategic discussion revealed the 
following. 
 

Culture of competition 
There is lots of good intent but the remote nature of interactions means that only a small 
number of SNGOs (i.e. those with representation in southern Turkey) pass INGO/donor 
assessments, causing competition between SNGOs and a sense of there being ‘donor 
darlings’ and some evidence of favoritism. Whilst there are examples of SNGOs supporting 
each other, like sharing offices or facilitating money transfer for each other, competition for 
funding often prevents solidarity of this nature both with SNGOs and INGOs. INGOs are 
restricted in their programming through donor requirements and added to the culture of 
“mandates” amongst INGOs, the result is often organizational rivalry and a competitive 
culture. A sense of unfairness also exists between SNGOs and INGOs where the perception 
is that the latter gets paid more, has better perks and can hire expatriate experts etc. In the 
pressure of an emergency response, there is often not the time, will or understanding to 
manage this territorialism constructively or appropriately. This underlying competition can 
be seen to be causing ill will, lack of trust and negativity that is unhelpful and 
unpleasant for all involved and for the humanitarian efforts and, ultimately, the 
beneficiaries.   
 

Comparative advantage of working not explored or understood 
sufficiently 
SNGOs see partnerships mainly as funding opportunities in order to achieve project 
deliverables whilst some (though not all) INGOs see partnerships as additional means to 
gain access (through SNGOs) to beneficiaries. There is a clear understanding from both 
that they need each other to implement programs; however, a broader understanding of 
each other’s added value is needed to give due respect for what the other partners 
can bring and to widen the scope of existing relationships. The table below shows 
drivers identified by people interviewed and from the workshop. Though it is doubtful that 
this holistic picture is familiar to many, the opportunity exists to build on mutual need and 
create more strategic and respectful partnerships of mutual benefit that embody the 
Principles of Partnership. 
 
  



 

5 
 

Why partnership is seen as important in this context identified through conversations 
in Gaziantep: 
 

Syrian NGO Drivers Shared drivers INGO Drivers 

 Access to international 
funds for work inside 
Syria 

 Access to technical 
knowledge such as 
WASH, infrastructure, 
etc. 

 Providing opportunities 
for advocacy and 
endorsement for their 
work 

 Enhance quality of work 

 Increase effectiveness 

 Avoid duplications 

 Fill gaps 

 Avoid competition 

 Increase impact 

 Better coverage  

 Improve performance 

 Share resources 

 Exchange knowledge 

 Requirement for a multi-
disciplinary approach 

 Need for (additional) 
access 

 Need for local 
understanding, 
knowledge and language 

 Need for interlocutors for 
building relationships 
and acceptance with 
Local Councils and 
making the case for why 
beneficial to work with 
INGOs 

 (Further) Information on 
security and unfolding 
events 

 Strategic counterpart on 
the ground 

Learn from others by 
doing especially given 
historical lack of civil 
society experience 

Strengthen capacity of 
newly-formed NGOs/civil 
society platforms  
Longer-term need for strong 
organizations 

Need to have effective 
implementing partners 

 
Those involved are often very passionate about their own contributions and modes of 
working and people are often not equipped with the skills and organizational support 
to effectively harness this diversity of each organization’s comparative advantage 
and unique contribution in an optimal manner. Effective partnering can provide a 
mechanism for difference to be creative rather than destructive and where conflict can be 
harnessed and not avoided. This, however, requires specific skill and understanding. The 
table above does not detail drivers of specific organizations that add further nuance to the 
picture. 
 

Rushed, short-term, top-down thinking and design favored due to 
emergency nature of response and changeable nature of the 
conflict 
Ad hoc responses to new displacements (e.g. having seven days to bid for a three-month 
sub-contract for distribution of food baskets or WASH items) rather than longer-term 
technical interventions. These short-term projects work through contractual relationships 
between implementers and funders and, whilst appropriate for this specific purpose, can 
contribute to the sense of inequity. It can be challenging to run short-term contractual 
relationships alongside longer-term collaborative partnering arrangements.   
 
In addition to the above, the pace of the work is very fast. There seems to be a strong ‘rush’ 
culture. Whilst this is very understandable given the context, it is not necessary to have this 
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pace in all aspects of work. Reflective practice and careful processes lead to well-informed 
decisions and stronger partnerships may come from a conscious change in culture. The 
highly pressured nature of emergency response means that there is high burn-out of 
individuals and rapid turnover of staff making relationship-building (upon which partnerships 
depend) even harder. 
 

Rigidity of international systems creates a perceived priority of 
reporting over impact 
Donor bureaucracy, compliance and project implementation requirements are, at 
times, perceived to be more important than program effectiveness, the impact on 
Syrian beneficiaries and communities, the safety of Syrian partner organizations and their 
longer-term capacity-building. The lack of opportunities and fora to discuss challenges and 
how best to make international processes more ‘user-friendly’ is perceived as a big obstacle 
by SNGOs and as a means of control. Administrative costs are generally not built into 
program budgets to help SNGOs be able to deliver effectively. It is hard to put a new SNGO 
forward as ‘partners’ since donors and decision-makers want evidence of a track record of 
experience for due diligence requirements. It is, however, clear that to break the impasse, a 
level of risk is needed to build the capacity of SNGOs and establish greater good faith 
between the players to be able to work with international actors 
 

Lack of shared vision for the future 
There is no apparent shared vision about what the international and Syrian agencies are 
trying to build together. Whilst the Syrian entities seem quite clear that they are trying to 
build a strong civil society through the process of responding to the crisis, international 
actors seem more focused on emergency response. This difference of vision came through 
in the Partnership Initiative, where it was not clear to many what the purpose was. It was 
also seen in the confusion between ‘partnering’ and ‘capacity building’. Each part along 
the humanitarian response chain has a partial picture and the remote nature of many of the 
relationships mean that very few people can see what is going on inside Syria. It is vitally 
important to create and hold space where different perspectives can be understood and a 
co-created, and a shared picture agreed.  
 

Emergency or Resilience? 
Five years into the conflict, a number of people and organizations are talking about resilience 
and long-term strengthening of Syrian civil society rather than exclusively emergency 
response. Partnerships seem an obvious and available means to do this; however, there is 
currently no apparent agreement or understanding on how to go about it. The example of 
Iraq presents a worrying precedent. Millions of dollars in international aid were invested to 
support Iraqi NGOs as part of humanitarian response, but 10 years later very few viable civil 
society structures remain – clearly exacerbated by the on-going conflict. This is due to 
several factors including: a drain of national NGO staff to international organizations; lack of 
the long view and no clear strategy (or predictable and longer-term funding) for leaving a 
civil society legacy.  
 
In the Syrian context, hundreds of NGOs have sprung up in response to money coming 
in, but inadequate attention to building organizational capacity over the long term is 
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a serious risk. Often these local organizations are treated as simply temporary extensions 
of INGOs, given a budget and implementation plan to follow through and little more. Where 
work needs to be done quickly this can work, but it is not sustainable in the longer term.  
 
SNGOs are very clear that they will be the ones taking on the role in the future and need to 
be supported to be in a position to do so. The sentiment is that there is currently not enough 
investment in this. It is important to make long-term, genuine investments in enabling civil 
society to make collective decisions and there is a fear that money will dry up before a viable 
civil society has been established. There is a real opportunity for international actors to leave 
a positive, lasting legacy and to make a difference in the region by having a long-term vision 
of support.  
 

Profile of individuals in the partnership focal point role 
Individuals involved (whatever their agencies) have different personalities and skill-sets. 
Some lend themselves more than others to working in and managing partnerships. 
Additionally, some individuals are focal points because of their technical expertise (e.g. 
education or WASH) rather than their aptitude for building collaboration. The situation 
requires at least some individuals to be skilled at working with diverse stakeholders 
to build engagement, co-operation and facilitating collaborative leadership. 
Unfortunately, this is not a capacity that is currently being built either in international or 
Syrian organizations. 
 

Overload on Syrian NGOs 
The newness of Syrian civil society means that there are relatively few organizations that 
have registration, are able to pass eligibility (vetting) criteria and therefore able to receive 
funding. This puts an extra load onto a few organizations whilst others are struggling to be 
seen. Whether those based in southern Turkey who have multiple relationships with both 
INGOs and local NGOs in Syria, or local NGOs who are busy responding to a crisis situation, 
these new organizations lack skilled staff and cannot afford a partnership focal person. Many 
are not paid salaries and cannot afford their rent2. This also leads them, understandably, to 
have a short-term focus on finding funding.   
 
The administrative burden of reporting on internationally-funded projects adds to this. Whilst 
SNGOs have voiced concern, and international actors are aware of it and in some cases 
have been able to be more flexible in their requirements, there is a sense that little is 
changing from international side as tools and processes have already been through various 
internal and HQ level approvals. All actors now have to be creative about how to 
improve the wider humanitarian ecosystem to include each other’s needs whilst 
remaining flexible enough to respond to a crisis that is always changing and where 
"planning is guessing3". 
 

Lack of equity between international and Syrian entities 
The importance of equity was mentioned by many respondents, and yet how to act and 
behave equitably is highly challenging for most actors in this field. An example is the 

                                            
2 Interviews 
3 Strategic discussion participant 
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distortion in power relationships that comes from money: as soon as money is on the table, 
power dynamics change. Those with the money exert influence. Those seeking money 
cease to engage in open discussion about what their real needs are for risk of not being 
attractive enough. Additionally, the fact that most meetings and documents are in English 
rather than Arabic is an issue that contributes to a lack of equity and consideration for the 
Syrian perspective. Some believe that risk is not shared and funding does not always 
reach to where most risk exists. Often the organization with the money "calls the shots" 
and at times the donors (the INGO or SNGO channeling funding to smaller organizations 
inside Syria) seem oblivious to the challenges their approaches bring.  
 
Added to this is the newness of SNGOs and their need for organizational capacity-building 
which at times incites a paternalistic approach from (probably well-meaning) INGOs who do 
not understand they are undermining equity/equality through the power dynamic of “one way 
doing good". There is a strong sense of pride in the Syrians involved and they want to be 
treated and respected as equal partners in the response. Another example is the focus 
on SNGO capacity-building to the exclusion of areas in need of strengthening with 
international staff, such as partnering, cultural awareness, etc.  
 

Common need for partnership learning, skills and guidelines 
Many key relationships are called ‘partnerships’ but this is often a highly inaccurate term for 
what are mostly contractual (‘transactional’) relationships. There is limited and, in most 
instances, no common understanding or precise terminology about what partnership is and 
what skills, approaches and behaviors are needed to make them work and, critically how 
they differ from contractual arrangements. As a result, partners have very different 
expectations about partnership. This often leads to disappointment, frustration and a level 
of cynicism. Though they may have institutional tools and procedures, few actors have 
a broad or deep expertise in managing partnership processes (either generally or in 
this context), representing very real limitations and challenges. All are learning how to be 
good partners to each other and deliver effective programming together.  
 
There is very little evidence of guidance and / or sharing of experience in effective 
partnering. Despite individual and organizational good will, collaborative working and 
facilitative leadership is hard. Worldwide, this is not dominant model or mind-set of co-
working in the humanitarian system. Whilst a small handful of INGOs or UN bodies may 
have corporate guidelines or strategies on partnerships, the dominant story is of local 
representatives and focal points of both INGOs and SNGOs who do not have access to any 
guidance, tools, policies, strategies or good practice, nor first-hand experience of working in 
this way. And those who did have international partnering experience probably need to 
adjust their approaches to the specific and complex nature of this context. Everyone is 
experimenting, trying to learn and then revising approaches.  
 

Limitations of capacity-building and lack of understanding of its 
wider strategic importance  
As the Tufts study4 points out, in organizational and operational capacity-building, emphasis 
is usually on individual training or institutional systems such as finance, procurement etc.  
But staff turnover is high, and those who have had their capacity built often move out or burn 

                                            
4 Available here.  

http://fic.tufts.edu/publication-item/breaking-the-hourglass-partnerships-in-remote-management-settings-the-cases-of-syria-and-iraqi-kurdistan/
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out. This is widely seen as a huge problem for the long-term needs of SNGOs. The challenge 
remains: how to ensure knowledge transfer between people? Additionally, capacity building 
offered to SNGOs is often in the form of how best to comply with donor reporting 
requirements. Whilst this assistance is important for projects, it may not have wider 
relevance and use for organizational strengthening.  
 
There are some examples of good practice where INGOs sit with national partners to 
understand their needs, support them to overcome certain administrative obstacles 
and help them to grow in confidence and capacity in other ways. This requires 
investments of time and money and can be an organizational risk. These partners often go 
on to be highly sought-after as competent partners for other INGOs. Specifically effective 
community activists or members of local NGOs inside Syria are often drawn away to work 
in larger, international organizations.  
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Appendix 3: Practical examples of lived experience 
 

This list of experiences of partnering is taken from workshop outputs and interview 
responses. 

 
What works / is needed What does not work / needs to change 

Scoping 

- Good beginnings 
- Strategic discussion to better understand wider 

needs and priorities 
- Clarity of understanding about operational 

capacity, values, how structured, mutual 
expectations, strengths and weaknesses 

- Encouragement and support and guidance 
- Time 
- Cultural understanding 

- Have a conversation about risk and contingency 
plans in case Syrian partners find themselves in 
grave danger.  

- Clear shared understanding of roles, 
responsibilities and contributions less of a 
mandate-driven agenda 

- Clear shared criteria and framework 

- Selecting where/when to partner (and when not to 
partner) to make a difference, recognizing time 
requirements and restrictions 

- Be clear if something is a commercial 
arrangement of money for distribution where 
SNGOs are essentially acting as logistics 
operators. 

- Think more creatively about how to create access 
-not implementation but pooling resources 

- Sit down and collaboratively design and plan 
project/program proposals so that the process can 
be learned, 

- Grant management meetings that include both 
organizations 

- Maintain institutional supervision/patronage and 
build broader understanding within the 
organization about what is being learned. 
 

Principles in practice: 
Equity 
- Conversations about "how can we help each 

other" 

- Respect - treat as equals in all ways 
- Adherence to the humanitarian + partnership 

principles. Quality of communication reflect the 
PoP in concrete terms.  

- Seeking to understand each other, openness (incl. 
limitations) 

- Equal opportunities (including more in Arabic) 

- Flexibility 
- Joint planning 
Openness 

- Sharing information 
- Constructive feedback 
- Two way communication and open dialogue and 

negotiations including of limitations and especially 
when things go wrong so that partners can 
problem solve together.  

- Difficult conversation to bring understanding about 
real situation improved the relationship that would 

Scoping 

- Unexpressed expectation of what partnership is  
- Lack of commitments 

- Lack of Information flow /operational 
communication protocols 

- Weak and dominating decision making 

- Ineffective governance structures 
- Planning partnership 
- Off the shelf frameworks not fit for context 
- Reliance on personal relationships   

- Lack of knowledge 
- Lack of partnership policies 
- Political /religious engagement rather than 

humanitarian 
- Capacity imbalance 
- Lack of communication, outreach, trust-building 

- Misunderstanding of what partnership means 
- Reliance on meetings, reports 
- Complaining without proposing solutions 
- Lack of funding 

- Misunderstanding of PI role (training, coordination, 
capacity building) 

- Ignorance of cultural norms/taboos 

- Lack of objectivity/neutrality 
- Meetings without actions or outcomes 
- Misnaming contractual relationships as 

partnership 
- Bad beginnings/previous experiences/history 
- Inflexibility 
- Different modes of working/processes/templates 

- Emergency situation brings ready-made 
responses 

- Implementer-donor tension 

- Capacity limitations 
- Assumptions 
- Unfair/unclear funding 
- Contacts being either personal or institutional and 

not both. 
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have otherwise gone sour because contractual 
obligations not being fulfilled.  

Mutual Benefit 

- Sharing resources 
- Knowledge 
- Review and evaluate the added value 

- Clear outcomes for activities and each meeting 
- Openness to learning 
- Openness to build each other’s capacity 
- We’re about compliance, not about compromising 

that but "what matters is how you go about getting 
it" 

- Mutual benefit 

- Collective impact 
- Practical field/platform to share resources of all 

types  
 

Other 

- Commitment including capacity building 
- Adequate and efficient HR. Staff with different 

skills like negotiation, listening, group / diversity 
management. When get into difficulties can focus 
on relationship not just compliance  

- Challenge as when done well, taken as a given, 
when not done well, perceived as organizational 
weakness rather than internal capacity issue   

- Keep sense of humor 

Specific  

OCHA Humanitarian Pooled fund opened in 2014 to 
provide a mechanism for donors to aggregate funding, 
with money first dispersed in early 2015. The fund is 
generally considered a very helpful tool in helping 
actors to work together and collaborate and in 
strengthening Syrian NGOs who can access admin 
and overhead costs, otherwise not available to them. 

Specific 

The bureaucracy of OCHA and some INGOs is 
perceived to be difficult, and whilst there is a 
recognized need for coordination, this can at times feel 
directive and like "ownership" - an occupational risk of 
being a coordinating body.  
 

 
  

Terminology 

Loose use of word "partnership" referring to a range of 
collaboration types. Lack of clarity over how and when 
to manage relationships as contracts and partnerships 

Learning by doing 

Mentoring, and on-the-job learning - for example rather 
than sending a draft report to a donor, hold a meeting 
to discuss how it can be improved and what the 
rationale is.  

Training 

Many trainings and capacity building opportunities are 
considered to be of low quality from individuals or 
training institutions with questionable expertise.  

Relationship-building 

Build meaningful relationships consciously with a view 
to deeper and more nuanced relationship.  

Relationship-building 

Creating a pool of potential partners who could be 
drawn upon when needed - this only built expectations 
that could not be delivered. The burst of new actors in 
Syria included people with business experience with 
expectations of monetary exchange for 
implementation. At times business people are highly 
critical of lack of efficiencies in humanitarian system 
that can be so convoluted.  
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Appendix 4: Brief overview of the Partnership Initiative 
 

The frameworks of Complexity Theory, presented to participants of the workshop and 
strategic meeting in Gaziantep explored the idea that "in complex situations, we don’t know 
what we don’t know". For this reason, experiments are needed to probe/pilot, sense/learn 
and respond appropriately. It is imperative to create learning loops to grow and deepen 
understanding and capacity. With this in mind, and with feelings of gratitude, empathy and 
support for those brave enough to try something new, the experiment of the Partnership 
Initiative (PI) can be seen as a case study to better understand some of the key 
considerations and complexities when partnering, particularly in remote contexts. 
 
PI emerged from the need to create an open forum for INGOs and SNGOs who were 
increasingly operating through (their definition of) ‘partnerships’ to enable things to work 
more effectively. It emerged organically, driven by individuals, in the early days of partnering, 
with a level of enthusiasm about the potential for facilitating partnerships and coordinating 
capacity building to partner effectively. 
 
PI is a unique attempt to create a partnership platform as a mechanism to manage a situation 
that is complicated and, perhaps, to help those involved to understand and ‘hold the space’ 
for good practice to emerge from complexity.   
 
Expectations for the PI were high and diverse in character. They included the:  

 Wish to meet new partners; 

 Desire to understand who was active in the region and which organizations have 
capacity to be a viable partner; 

 Wish for increased visibility to better access funding; 

 Opportunity to hear about issues; 

 Hopes of being part of a genuine collaboration process; 

 Enthusiasm to learn more about how to work together. 
 

There was an additional hope from SNGOs that INGOs could streamline and align their 
reporting and compliance procedures to be less daunting and time-consuming for SNGOs 
working with multiple international actors. 
 
The PI governance structures vested responsibility in a Steering Committee (SC) of eight 
organizations. This format may not have allowed for wider participation and inputs from other 
stakeholders to be gathered systematically and presented to the leadership group. Instead 
it made the SC the core body whose own inputs are collected and then reported back to 
others.  
 
A full-time coordinator was appointed, hosted by one of the INGOs and expected to make 
things happen. Meetings were initially every 2 weeks, following on from the regular 
humanitarian coordination meetings (HCM), which meant that attendance was relatively 
high. Participation was at a high level (such as country directors and heads of programs).  
 
As with many new initiatives, there was a sense of great potential. 
 
However, early difficulties were experienced with collaborative decision-making on 
questions of PI’s purpose and vision. The wide diversity of interests and needs presented a 
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challenge and the process was not adequately supported through skillful 
brokering/facilitation or with the application of collaboration techniques, tools and 
approaches. Enthusiasm started to diminish as revisions to the Terms of Reference (ToR) 
took far longer than expected that several found time-consuming and frustrating. 
 
The initial energy and enthusiasm of the group was not capitalized on and too much onus 
was placed on the SC and coordinator. The SC mechanism, composition and role was 
described by some as inappropriate for the platform’s needs. 
Limited resources in terms of staff and budget as well as inappropriate organizational 
oversight limited the PI’s scope and impact. Critically, the engagement of a wider group of 
organizations / stakeholders did not really happen. 
 
In the final ToR, the scope of PI became focused on general capacity building – not on 
partnering skills or partnership-building per se. There was a lack of exploration of, and 
articulation about, the relationship between the two. The activities became even further 
reduced and somewhat locked into a couple of project deliverables.  
 
All this is perceived as having led to the exclusion of further exploration of the higher-level, 
strategic potential and / or deeper dialogue, particularly around the complex nature of 
partnering and a strategic approach to capacity building. 
 
There were three good outputs: Best Practices in Partnership; Organizational Capacity 
Assessment (OCA) and Assessment Report for Civil Society. The OCA was collaboratively 
conceived by a small group of members and is welcomed by many as a useful tool – allowing 
SNGOs that are overburdened by many (sometimes contradictory) organizational 
assessment tools, to use one tool and have data that is valid for a number of INGOs. There 
was the additional dilemma, on the one hand, of pressure from donors and others to 
demonstrate results and on the other hand, active member consultation and engagement 
was still required (always a slow process). Whilst the tool was a common interest (relieve 
SNGO burden and help INGOs identify capacity gaps in SNGOs), focus on delivering the 
project at the expense of nurturing the partnership/wider membership meant a further loss 
of momentum. 
  
Many members disengaged because the value of the PI was not clear to them at that time. 
There was little sense of collective responsibility. At the same time the role of the PI 
Coordinator was experienced as a heavy responsibility, needing to ensure a wide range of 
views are satisfactorily represented. Others who could have taken on a greater shared 
leadership role actually felt excluded. Some members were satisfied (if their interests were 
met), others (whose interests were not met) were not. 
 
This is not an uncommon phenomenon since partnering / collaboration is never a simple 
task and requires specific skills together with an understanding of, and capacity to manage, 
the complexity and dynamics at the heart of multi-stakeholder collaboration. Some 
responded poorly and simply complained rather than exploring and contributing to change. 
The situation became uncomfortable and tense because of unresolved discontents, 
conflicting expectations and the lack of a mechanism for addressing these things 
collectively. 
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Learning from the PI experience articulated at the workshop and in one-to-one 
interviews:  

 Open dialogue is critical for successful partnership. 

 Conversations between large groups of diverse stakeholders need to be managed in 
such a way that diversity of perspective and expectations can be aligned without creating 
frustrations or losing momentum.  

 Arriving at clarity of purpose with a diverse group is a challenge and could / should have 
been clarified earlier. 

 Strategy and representatives of all key stakeholder groups are both needed and need to 
be managed. 

 Full commitment and on-going engagement is needed from INGOs and SNGOs but it 
seems that, increasingly, key individuals do not have or make time for more meetings.  
(What will change this?) 

 Governance structures and decision-making in such an initiative need careful 
consideration and designed to be fit for purpose and tailored to the type of hoped-for 
collaborative engagement. 

 De-couple the hosting and co-ordination roles. 

 Ensure accountability to members and to the wider stakeholder group. 

 Raise awareness and promote partnership principles, standards and processes. 

 Create a common understanding of what good partnering practice is, so that busy 
humanitarian professionals can integrate this into their working habits. 

 Enable stakeholders to share information effectively. 

 Co-ordinate between different capacity building initiatives. 

 Recognize the need to take account of the increasingly complicated partnering 
landscape. 

 
Emerging good practice in platform-building 

 Collective platforms work best when there is a real sense of co-ownership, co-creation. 

Attention can be given to how to achieve this. 

 They work best when they are well moderated by people who understand collaboration 

values and principles. 

 Careful consideration, transparent selection and clarity of role(s) of those (organizations 

and individuals) who take up leadership/co-ordination/brokering roles on behalf of the 

collective. 
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Appendix 5: Emerging questions  
 

Questions arising from one-to-one interview and conversations:  
 What are the successful and promising elements in strengthening partnerships that 

could be built on post-2015? 

 How do partners want to work together? 

 What is needed to shape this further? 

 Who is going to take responsibility for building the partnership element more fully? 

 Are there other forms of support/carrying/coordination needed and how would this 
look? 

 Are the right partners at the table? What is needed to get them (back) to the table? 

 What investment is needed to make this work well?  
 

Questions arising from strategic meeting about partnering: 
 How to build deeper / more penetrating understanding of partnering process? 

 How can the value / impact of partnering be better measured? 

 What partnering / other expertise is needed for PI? 

 How can partnership be more precisely defined and worked with? 

 What would partnership capacity building actually involve? 

 How to manage the competition between agencies and help create better 
understanding of collaborative advantage? 

 How to best prevent existing humanitarian systems and structures inhibiting good 
partnerships? 

 How to support long-term strengthening of SNGOs and their contribution to a strong 
civil society? 

 How to avoid rushing implementation (especially in ways that undermine partnerships / 
good collaboration) 

 How to enable partner interests to be clarified/shared to build quality partnerships? 
 

Questions arising from the strategic meeting about PI: 
 Who is entitled to make leadership decisions about closure / transition of PI? 

 Who would best constitute the leadership group for the next phase and what will their 
role be? 

 Is a new body needed? Should this be explored with the wider community/sector? 

 How can PI keep up with / adapt to the changing nature of what is needed as the 
situation changes? 

 How to avoid misunderstanding of PI’s role (training, coordination, capacity building)? 
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Appendix 6: Recommendations on next steps  
 

Leaders of individual agencies  
 Take the lead internally to find out and listen to what needs changing to better enable 

partnerships inside your organizations  

 Model shared leadership in the ways in which you engage  

 Recognize that shared leadership and partnership brokering require new skill-sets and 
select staff appropriately, providing them with support with management supervision and 
mentoring 

 Recognize where and when you can invest in helping other (smaller / less experienced) 
entities to work well collaboratively and to engage in shared leadership ways of working 

 Be willing to engage in genuine dialogue around how to pool (non-financial) resources 
and make the most of different organizational profiles and staff knowledge / experience 
and expertise 

 Build systems for two-way learning and feedback – then remember to feed back and to 
learn! 

 

ICVA 
 Position the organization clearly as offering convening / facilitating / partnership 

brokering support 

 

Donors 
 At the beginning of the funding cycle, donors have a great opportunity to set the tone for 

how partnerships might work to deliver more innovation / value / sustainability 

 Donors can also support partnering processes and be responsive to collaboration 
imperatives and challenges 

 They can also explore how they partner and model good ‘partnering behavior’ and create 
partnership-sympathetic systems (including for reporting on the added value of 
partnerships) 

 Consider the contradiction that organizations (and partnerships?) take 1-3 years to 
mature but funding that is granted in one-year cycles interferes with this and creates the 
insecurity and infighting that undermines collaboration. Is there a way to provide longer-
term funding? 

 Consider how best to incentivize and support shared learning between SNGOs and 
capitalize on the roles of Syrian NGO networks and alliances 

 Consider how to undertake some modest experiments around being more responsive to 
feedback from partners about existing systems and how they inhibit collaboration 

 Think about testing a variety of funding mechanisms that get beyond INGOs having to 
act as SNGO donors (e.g. capacity-building SNGOs to be funded directly). This is a 
complex area involving capacity as well as mechanisms and official legal compliance 

 Build in an element to funding and reporting that will clearly strengthen partnerships and 
partnership-building capacity 
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All NGOs 
 Create a platform for dialogue/communication/information-sharing/advocacy rather than 

coordination: "Not just about how to create access and implementing where we cannot 
go, but about how we can pool resources and be creative in finding the appropriate 
response" 5 

 Respond to the call to work together, show solidarity and take responsibility for leading 
on the need to build strong civil society in Syria. Demand greater clarity on what is 
needed from other actors (such as donors and UN agencies) 

 

INGOs 
 Recognize how some INGO practices undermine building strong Syrian partners. Model 

good partnering practice and engage in discussions around how to be less competitive 
and more co-operative 

 Recognize that pre-defined (rather than co-created) approaches perpetuate a spirit of 
paternalism. Engage as much as possible in dialogue and enable staff to jointly plan and 
create activities with partners. Provide a space where transparent discussions can 
happen, and ideas are shared and best practices can be shared 

 Consider some small experiments around being flexible to collect feedback from partners 
about how systems could improve and be more partnership-friendly 

 Have conversations around risk with Syrian partners to understand the issues in more 
detail and create more equity 

 
 
  

                                            
5 INGO interviewee 
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Appendix 7: Further information about PBA 
 

Vision 
Creating a more equitable and sustainable world by building capacity for innovation, 
efficiency and excellence in multi-stakeholder collaboration 
 
Mission 
To understand, articulate and build capacity for partnership brokering as fundamental to 
achieving the vision 
 
Primary aims 

 To ensure that partnership brokering is widely understood 

 To ensure that those operating as partnership brokers are skilled, principled and 
professional in how they carry out the role 

 To create and connect a dynamic network of partnership brokers operating in all sectors 
and locations 

 To deepen ways to improve the impact of social innovation through collaboration 
 
Our Approach 
As an organization we are fully committed to combatting common challenges to effective 
partnering including:  
 

        
   Power imbalance       Hidden agendas         Competitiveness      Conflicting values 
 
Our approach involves: 

 Looking beyond the ‘what’ to the ‘how’ of partnering by our focus on the process as 
well as the outputs / outcomes. This enables an exploration of the values-based 
dimensions of collaboration as a paradigm 

 Assessing why / in what ways the partnership model is (or is not) the appropriate 
option for delivering the program and partners’ goals 

 Engaging the key players as active participants in all aspects of the partnering 
process as ‘change makers’ 

 Building a deeper understanding of the partnering process, offering partners 
themselves (at a number of levels) an opportunity to reflect on the value of the 
partnership and partnership paradigm from their own organization’s perspective 

 Encouraging partners to look at a broader definition of ‘value’ by inviting them to 
consider what constitutes ‘collaborative advantage’ 

 Creating opportunities for capacity building and learning, by helping the partners 
to manage the complicated as well as the complex as it presents itself and plays out in 
their context 

 Supporting impact claims by tracking and assessing the outcomes of a partnership in 
terms of program/project activities and the partnering process 
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 Creating structured opportunities for dialogue, critical thinking and reflective 
practice – facilitated by experienced partnership practitioners – that help build stronger, 
working relationships within the partnership and its stakeholders 

 Supporting participatory development of sustainable models which deliver 
sustainable outcomes from the partnership / program and draw on multiple perspectives 
and voices to create an empowered community able to take control of its own 
development. 
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Appendix 8: Terms of Reference 
 

NGO Partnerships in the North Syria Context 
Gaziantep, Turkey 
November, 2015 

 

Background 
 
The Partnership Initiative and ICVA 
 
The Partnership Initiative (PI) was established in May 2014 to lead on issues of partnerships 
and capacity development for all stakeholders involved in the provision of humanitarian 
assistance towards the Syrian crisis. Coordination across the different areas improves 
mutual engagement, increases the quality of support provided to partner organizations and 
reduce inefficiencies through combining resources. Particular effort is made to develop the 
long-term capacity of national NGOs to deliver effective humanitarian and development 
assistance. Working closely with the UN, NGO community and the clusters, the PI is 
currently hosted by Relief International and based in Gaziantep. 
 
ICVA is a global network of non-governmental organizations whose mission is to make 
humanitarian action more principled and effective by working collectively and independently 
to influence policy and practice. Humanitarian partnerships, coordination and financing are 
among the fundamental components of effective and principled action. Partnership 
encompasses the quality and basis of relationships among NGOs. ICVA advocates for 
policies that ensure better partnership approaches for NGOs by engaging in policy 
development to strengthen partnership approaches in humanitarian work. Working through 
its regional hubs, ICVA seeks to support strong NGO partnerships based on the Principles 
of Partnership by providing platforms for improving NGO partnerships, with particular 
attention to national NGO capacity support amongst NGOs, UN agencies and other 
stakeholders. 
 
The Syrian Context 
 
In the Syrian context, while many INGOs have been carrying out cross-border operations in 
northern Syria since the beginning of the crisis, today a large volume of humanitarian 
operations are also carried out in partnership with Syrian NGO partners. Due to the severity 
and complexity of the crisis, the short-term nature of some donor funds, and the 
unpredictable nature of the conflict, many of the partnerships between international 
agencies and Syrian NGOs are short-term and project-based (e.g. distributions) with not 
enough time dedicated to long-term principled partnership. At the same time, there are a 
few examples of long-term, strategic partnerships from which lessons may be learned, not 
only for the Syrian context but also for crises (especially those involving remote operations) 
elsewhere in the world.  
 
Given the protracted nature of the conflict and the likelihood of a reduction in available 
funding over the course of the coming months and years, it is foreseeable that Syrian NGOs 
will take on an increasingly greater share of the response. It is, therefore, important to ensure 
that NGO partnerships be as effective and transformational as possible, in line with the 
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Principles of Partnership (Equality, Transparency, Results-Oriented Approach, 
Responsibility, Complementarity), as failing to do so may affect the achievement of the 
desired long-term impact. Reflecting again on these partnership principles and the 
relationship between INGOs and NNGOs would allow the humanitarian community to 
reassess the impact of existing partnerships and ways in which they may be improved. 
 
Over the past several years, a wealth of academic and grey literature has been produced 
that documents best practices and experiences from the humanitarian and other sectors 
(development, private sector, etc.) from around the world. Many of the organizations and 
individuals engaged in partnership work lack the institutional and professional expertise, 
common framework and language of partnerships. A deeper and more formal understanding 
of the relevant tools, methodologies and concepts such as partnership working and 
partnership brokering would help improve not only the quality of existing partnerships, but 
also ultimately the humanitarian response on the ground. Aside from a focus from a values 
perspective, little documentation exists identifying the concrete benefits (with case studies 
and data) to affected people when national and international actors work well in partnership 
with each other. 
 
On the other hand, few resources exist that document the challenges and success factors 
for partnerships in remote management settings.  In light of this, the PI has in the recent 
months, undertaken the leadership to provide more guidance on remote partnership 
management through documenting best practices by current organizations operating on the 
cross-border operations. This document will be shared with relevant stakeholders.  

 

Objectives 
 
In light of the above, the main objectives of this consultancy are to: 
 

 Bring global-level expertise in partnerships to bear in the northern Syria context by 
engaging with those directly engaged in partnerships; 

 Share experiences on successful partnerships, provide examples of the principles in 
practice and promote peer-to-peer learning; 

 Harness examples of best practice from the northern Syria context for global learning; 

 Facilitate a strategic discussion on the evolution of the Partnership Initiative with key 
stakeholders, helping to identify the concrete needs that national and international NGOs 
have that may be addressed by the PI, whether internally or externally.  

 

Participants 
 
The workshop is designed for senior NGO and UN staff who are involved in partnerships. 
Participants should be individuals having: 

 Specific responsibilities linked to partnership processes (e.g. partnerships focal points); 

 The capacity to discuss challenges they face in relation to partnerships and the ability to 
implement and to follow up within their organizations afterwards; 

 A good command of the English language.  
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Methodology 
 
In the weeks leading up to the event the consultant will carry out a series of (remote) pre-
interviews with key stakeholders of the PI, including steering committee, members (both 
INGOs and Syrian NGOs), and others as identified by ICVA and the PI, with the aim of 
shaping and tailoring the event’s agenda for optimum relevance and utility. The workshop 
itself will be a one-day event. 
 
The workshop will adopt a participatory approach with a focus on shared learning based on 
best practice examples as well as challenges faced by organizations in the field. 
 
The consultant will also facilitate a separate 2-3 hour strategic discussion with key 
stakeholders to develop an action plan for the future development of the Partnership 
Initiative. 
 
  



 

 
 

 
 

  


