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DFID values civil society organisations (CSOs), but its funding and partnership practices do
not fully support the long-term health of the civil society sector. Weak management practices
have led to delays and uncertainty. Accountability mechanisms are strong, but DFID pays
insufficient attention to the global decline in civic space, the sustainability of the results of
CSO work and the uptake of learning and successful innovation.
DFID sees civil society organisations (CSOs) as key partners in delivering humanitarian and development results. It
sees a healthy civil society as a goal in itself, as CSOs hold governments to account, and include and give voice to
marginalised groups. DFID has reduced the number of its centrally managed funding instruments and introduced
stringent requirements, thereby improving CSO transparency and accountability. However, these strict requirements,
in combination with time-consuming and costly application processes and a short-term project-based funding model,
limit the ability of CSO partners to ensure their relevance, health and adaptability at a time when civic space in many
countries continues to decline. DFID does not offer its country offices a framework within which to analyse and respond
to this decline, and the wider UK government lacks clear objectives on how to achieve the UK's goal of protecting and
expanding civic space.
Weak process management and poor management of the review period’s many disruptive events, within DFID and most
of its funding intermediaries, led to unreliable and unpredictable donor behaviour at all stages of the process leading up
to contracts and funding agreements. This caused delays that affected the results of CSOs’ work. Still, these results were
positive: in general, DFID-funded CSOs delivered effective development and humanitarian interventions. CSO partners
saw DFID as a supportive donor once project implementation had begun. DFID provided useful practical support to
protect CSOs, but its overall influencing and programming work in the field of civic space has been slow and limited.
DFID has recognised, but not yet filled, important knowledge gaps on how different funding mechanisms affect
the results of CSO work for poor people. We saw evidence of active learning in a range of other areas, with DFID
incorporating lessons from previous experience and from its engagement with CSOs and other stakeholders. DFID and
its funding intermediaries have funded and facilitated a range of relevant learning systems, processes and events. These
were generally well designed and proportionate to the nature of the projects being funded. However, we found less
evidence of the results of these learning interventions being applied to programming. While DFID has several funding
windows for innovation, its overall funding approach does not generally facilitate innovation, partly because of the
strong focus on compliance processes. DFID does not systematically identify and promote innovation successes.

Individual question scores
Question 1
Relevance: How well does DFID’s approach to partnership with CSOs reflect its CSO
objectives and commitments?

AMBER/
RED

Question 2
Effectiveness: How well does DFID’s funding for CSOs and related influencing work
contribute to better development results and a more effective civil society sector?

AMBER/
RED

Question 3
Learning and innovation: How well does DFID promote learning and innovation in
its partnerships with CSOs?

AMBER/
RED
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Executive Summary
Civil society organisations, or CSOs, are not-for-profit entities, separate from states and the private sector, that
operate in the public domain. CSOs covered in this review pursue development or humanitarian objectives,
and often focus on improving conditions for the poorest and most vulnerable in society. They are diverse in
their size, longevity, regional reach, sectoral focus, working methods and organisational set-up.
Over the past decade, between 15% and 25% of the Department for International Development (DFID)’s
bilateral spending has been used to fund the work of CSOs. DFID spending on CSOs peaked in 2014-15, when it
reached nearly £1.4 billion, or 25% of DFID’s bilateral spending. It declined to nearly £1.3 billion, or 20%, in 201617, largely because of the termination of one of DFID’s centrally managed funding instruments. In addition, a
significant but unreported share of DFID funding to multilateral agencies is sub-contracted to CSOs.
DFID’s current objectives for and approach to working with civil society are set out in its Civil Society
Partnership Review (CSPR), commissioned in May 2015 and published in November 2016. The CSPR underlines
the important role CSOs play in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals, both through delivering
services to the poorest and most vulnerable, and by empowering people and holding decision-makers to
account. Among other commitments on DFID's engagement with CSOs, the CSPR commits DFID to working
with other UK government departments to address the problem of declining civic space, and the growing
threat to the freedom of CSOs to organise, participate, communicate, and influence the political and social
structures around them.
The CSPR introduced significant changes to how DFID funds and partners with CSOs, with fewer central
funding streams, stronger transparency and accountability requirements and a more competitive, outcomefocused funding model. ICAI decided to conduct a performance review of DFID’s partnership approach to
CSOs because of the scale of funding for CSOs and the changes to how DFID works with civil society. Our
scope includes DFID funding for local, national and international CSOs that is managed centrally and from
DFID country offices, for both development and humanitarian purposes. It also includes DFID’s work to help
build the capacity of CSOs. In addition, the review assesses the efforts of DFID and other UK government
departments to counteract the decline in global civic space.
We look in particular at three large centrally managed funding instruments that the CSPR focuses on – UK Aid
Direct, UK Aid Match and UK Aid Connect – and at DFID’s work with civil society in two case study countries
where it has invested in civil society work – Bangladesh and Ethiopia. As a performance review, the focus is
on the effectiveness of DFID’s approach and wider UK government efforts, taking into account the evolving
national and international contexts for these partnerships.
Relevance: How well does DFID’s approach to partnership with CSOs reflect its CSO objectives and
commitments?
DFID’s views and commitments regarding the role and importance of CSOs are coherent, consistent and
persuasive, and broadly shared among donors and practitioners in the development and humanitarian
assistance community. DFID considers CSOs to have the potential to deliver good value for money through
service delivery, particularly in fragile contexts and humanitarian emergencies. It views CSOs as uniquely
well placed, through their grassroots networks, local knowledge and legitimacy, to reach marginalised
communities, and therefore as central partners in furthering the UK aid commitment to ‘leave no one behind’.
DFID’s support to CSOs is also a goal in itself, underpinned by the conviction that a strong civil society
fosters diverse, open societies, reduces corruption and holds decision-makers to account. Finally, DFID sees
British CSOs in particular as “crucial partners and allies” in its “efforts to modernise, update and improve the
effectiveness of the global development system”. However, we found that DFID's new approach to central
funding for CSOs is not well suited to furthering these views and commitments.
DFID has consolidated its centrally disbursed funding for CSOs into a few large, competitive funding
instruments with stringent conditions and requirements on CSO grantees that are individually sensible but
collectively onerous. The high investment cost required to develop proposals for them, combined with a low
success rate for winning grants, pose challenges for CSOs.
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In 2016, DFID ended almost all its ‘unrestricted’ or ‘core’ funding that CSOs could use at their discretion to
pursue DFID-agreed priorities. From this year onwards, central and in-country funding was almost exclusively
project-based and CSOs were often treated as implementers of mostly shorter-term projects, with funding
tightly conditioned by results frameworks. This was meant to increase competition, transparency and
accountability, and to an extent this worked. However, it also reduced CSOs’ opportunities for self-driven
capacity development, longer-term strategic thinking and adaptation to the evolving contexts in which they
operated. Though DFID’s central and in-country funding streams included CSO capacity-building elements,
these were often overly focused on the requirements and standards of DFID as a donor, and too little on CSOs’
own needs – how to strengthen their organisation, fulfil their mandate and achieve their objectives. In all,
DFID’s practice during the review period was not fully aligned with the department’s commitments to foster a
healthy, vibrant civil society as a goal in itself.
Following Oxfam’s sexual abuse scandal and Save the Children’s sexual harassment scandal in early 2018, DFID
introduced a range of compliance requirements to safeguard against the abuse, exploitation and victimisation
of vulnerable people by aid workers, and of aid workers themselves. DFID’s initial reaction was appropriately
urgent, but also led to delays in other important work. Meanwhile, overlapping DFID requests led to extra
work on the side of CSOs, some of which was duplicative. However, DFID’s compliance-based safeguarding
approach evolved during our review period. It included some CSO capacity development support, a pre-grant
‘enhanced due diligence’ process which included safeguarding issues, and a requirement for CSOs to verifiably
adhere to standards that ensure protection of vulnerable people, and to minimise the risk of exploitation and
abuse.
DFID and the wider UK government have committed to tackling the global decline of civic space through
international influencing activities and supporting CSOs in country contexts. However, there is currently no
clear approach to achieve this. While DFID has identified the need to provide a guiding framework on how to
analyse and respond to closing civic space in its focus countries, it has not yet begun to develop this.
We have given an amber-red score for the relevance of DFID’s partnership approach to CSOs as well as to the
influencing efforts of the wider UK government aimed at strengthening civic space.
Effectiveness: How well does DFID’s funding for CSOs and related influencing work contribute to better
development results and a more effective civil society sector?
In our sample of projects, we found that DFID funding to support CSOs’ delivery of development and
humanitarian interventions generally had positive results. DFID-funded CSO projects have had direct lifechanging or even life-saving impacts for beneficiaries, but we also saw projects that did not deliver the
anticipated results or lacked the scale or timelines to tackle the complex, interrelated problems they were
seeking to address. Across DFID’s CSO portfolio, results were often affected by delayed funding awards and
short project cycles.
Once funding was secured and projects launched, CSOs reported that they found DFID and most of its funding
intermediaries to be a supportive, if somewhat inflexible, donor. In the stages before project implementation,
however, DFID’s process management was weak. Delays – often long ones – between funding calls, funding
decisions and funding disbursement were the norm rather than the exception. Timelines and delays were
often poorly communicated to CSOs. This led to uncertainty, late starts and gaps in project delivery, as well as
a level of disillusionment among CSOs about the nature of their partnerships with DFID.
We found in both Bangladesh and Ethiopia that DFID country offices have provided useful practical support
to CSOs on civic space in specific situations and settings. But generally, DFID’s influencing and programming
work in this area has been limited and unguided by a clear DFID-wide approach. One possible exception
in the future may be in relation to ‘de-risking’ (banks withdrawing their services from fragile areas to avoid
inadvertently violating international counter-terrorism rules, which makes it difficult for CSOs to fund their
humanitarian and development work in fragile countries and regions). In October 2018, DFID announced that
de-risking was a “critical financial development and humanitarian issue” 1 globally, and noted that the UK was
well placed to influence international practice in this area, considering its role as a global financial capital and a
leading international development actor. We will continue to follow the developments in this area.
1.

Rachel Turner’s opening remarks at the RUSI event on ‘Swiss-UK Dialogue: Promoting a Coordinated Response to De-Risking’, 29 October 2018. (Ms Turner is
DFID’s Director of Economic Development, RUSI is a think tank on international defence and security.)
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DFID’s current approach to funding does not empower CSOs to achieve the best possible project results. Weak
process management has caused frequent and lengthy delays and disruptions to plans, which have impacted
the effective delivery of DFID-funded CSO projects. We have therefore given an amber-red score for the
effectiveness of DFID’s CSO partnership approach to achieve better development results and a stronger civil
society sector.
Learning and innovation: How well does DFID promote learning and innovation in its partnerships with
CSOs?
At the start of our review period, DFID was planning to commission research and evaluations aimed at filling
some of the knowledge gaps on optimising its new CSO funding mechanisms. Knowledge gaps in this area
included: how the value for money of centrally funded work compares to work funded from country offices,
what types of funding and which types and sizes of CSOs produce the best results in which contexts and for
what purposes, and what the advantages and disadvantages of ‘open’ versus thematic funding rounds are. In the
end, delays meant that no research or evaluations on these issues were conducted during the period covered
by this review (May 2015 until December 2018). We did, however, see DFID-commissioned research in a range of
other fields related to its CSO work, and examples of DFID incorporating lessons from its previous experience
and from its engagement with specialist CSOs and other stakeholders on issues such as disability inclusion in aid
delivery.
DFID also facilitated or funded a range of systems, processes and events that were appropriately designed to
facilitate learning across CSOs. We did not find much evidence of the results of this learning being directly
applied to programming, but saw signs that they may have contributed to gradual shifts in programming
practice in new areas such as disability inclusion and accountability of development and humanitarian CSOs
towards people affected by crisis and poverty.
We saw a few innovative funding mechanisms and programme approaches that have the potential for
transformative impact, such as a CSO-led quick-disbursement fund for low-visibility emergencies and a sixyear project to identify and scale up successful CSO innovations in fields such as refugee education. However,
DFID and its funding intermediaries are not well set up to identify such successful innovations, or to maximise
their visibility and buy-in. This may be different for the newly launched UK Aid Connect, which aims to develop
innovative solutions to complex development problems, and has been designed to invest heavily in real-time
learning.
Overall, the lack of efforts to fill knowledge gaps on the impact of different funding types before setting up new
central funding instruments, combined with insufficient sharing and uptake of learning and innovations, has led
to an amber-red score for DFID’s activities in this area.

Recommendations
We offer the following recommendations to strengthen the long-term effectiveness of DFID’s CSO
partnerships.
Recommendation 1
DFID should fill gaps in the knowledge needed to optimise the design of its central funding instruments.
Recommendation 2
Throughout DFID’s central and in-country portfolios, the process towards funding agreements should be more
efficient, predictable, reliable and transparent, and should allow CSOs sufficient time to develop proposals.
Recommendation 3
Throughout its central and in-country portfolios, DFID should have a stronger focus on the long-term results
of its CSO-implemented programmes, the localisation of development and humanitarian efforts, and its CSO
partners’ long-term capacity to deliver relevant results in evolving contexts.
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Recommendation 4
DFID should do more to encourage CSO-led innovation, and to recognise and promote the uptake of
innovation successes.
Recommendation 5
DFID should provide a guiding framework for country offices on how to analyse and respond to closing civic
space within a national context, and work with other UK government departments to agree a joint approach to
addressing the decline of civic space at the international level.
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1 Introduction
1.1 The term ‘civil society’ refers to the way in which citizens are linked by common interests and collective
activity. Part of civil society takes the shape of civil society organisations (CSOs), which “include all nonmarket and non-state organisations in which people organise themselves to pursue shared interests in
the public domain”.2
1.2 CSOs are pursuing development and humanitarian objectives at multiple levels, from small villagebased organisations to international non-governmental organisations with the capacity to deliver
humanitarian and development aid across multiple countries. Their work supports the full range of
Sustainable Development Goals. In 2008, the OECD concluded that CSOs are “particularly effective at
reaching the poor and socially excluded, mobilizing community efforts, speaking up for human rights
and gender equality, and helping to empower particular constituencies. Their strength lies not in their
representation of society as a whole, but in their very diversity and capacity for innovation, and in the
different perspectives that they bring to the issues when engaging in policy dialogue.”3
1.3 The UK government has been funding CSOs since long before the establishment of the Department for
International Development (DFID) in 1997. Some themes, such as health, education and humanitarian
action, have been constantly present in DFID’s partnerships with CSOs, while others have come and
gone. The volume and modalities of CSO funding have also changed over time. In 2008-09, DFID’s
bilateral civil society portfolio amounted to £515 million, or 15% of DFID’s bilateral spend. DFID’s
spending through CSOs increased year on year until 2014-15, when it reached £1,375 million or 25% of
its bilateral spend.4 It then declined to £1,268 million, or 20% of bilateral spend, in 2016-17. In addition, a
significant but unreported share of DFID funding to multilateral agencies is sub-contracted to CSOs.
1.4 DFID’s current approach to working with civil society is set out in its November 2016 Civil Society
Partnership Review (CSPR), which it commissioned in May 2015 as part of a suite of strategic reviews.5
Our aim in this report is to assess how well DFID’s partnerships with and funding for CSOs, and the UK
government’s broader influencing work on promoting civil society, are achieving the objectives set
out in the CSPR (see Box 3). The CSPR ushered in significant changes to how DFID funds CSOs at a time
when CSOs were also adapting to fast-changing operational contexts. This performance review focuses
on the effectiveness of DFID’s approach, taking into account the evolving contexts in which these
partnerships are situated.

Box 1: What is an ICAI performance review?
ICAI performance reviews take a rigorous look at the efficiency and effectiveness of UK aid delivery,
with a strong focus on accountability. They also focus on core business processes and explore whether
systems, capacities and practices are robust enough to deliver effective assistance with good value for
money.
Other types of ICAI reviews include impact reviews, which examine results claims made for UK aid to
assess their credibility and their significance for the intended beneficiaries, learning reviews, which
explore how knowledge is generated in novel areas and translated into credible programming, and rapid
reviews, which represent short, real-time reviews of an emerging issue or area of UK aid spending of
particular interest to Parliament and the public.

2.
3.
4.
5.

Civil society and aid effectiveness, Article 34, OECD-DAC’s Advisory Group on Civil Society and Aid Effectiveness, April 2008, link.
Civil society and aid effectiveness, Article 6, OECD-DAC’s Advisory Group on Civil Society and Aid Effectiveness, April 2008, link.
CSPR Portfolio analysis report, executive summary, DFID, March 2016, unpublished.
Civil Society Partnership Review, DFID, November 2016, link.
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1.5 The review covers the period from May 2015, when the CSPR was commissioned, to December 2018.
We also include some elements of DFID’s work that began before then, to assess results that require
longer timelines. Our scope includes DFID’s CSO funding and capacity-building efforts managed by
central DFID teams, DFID in-country offices and through multilateral agencies. It includes funding for
both development and humanitarian efforts, and for local, national and international CSOs. We look in
particular at three large centrally managed funding instruments (UK Aid Direct, UK Aid Match and UK
Aid Connect) and at DFID’s work with national civil society in two case study countries, Bangladesh and
Ethiopia.
1.6 In addition, the review assesses the efforts of DFID and other UK government departments to maintain
and expand civic space, both globally and in DFID focus countries. Civic space is the set of rules
and practices that jointly shape the extent to which people are “able to organise, participate and
communicate without hindrance” and, in doing so, “are able to claim their rights and influence the
political and social structures around them”.6
1.7 We stress that the subject of this review is DFID and the quality of its CSO partnerships, rather than the
CSO partners themselves. While we examined the effectiveness of a sample of individual projects, we
did this to explore whether DFID’s funding practices were enhancing their effectiveness.
1.8 The review did not assess DFID’s funding for research institutes, people’s movements or business and
trade associations. It did not include DFID’s volunteering grants, the Girls’ Education Challenge, or its
engagement with CSOs on policy issues. Our review questions and sub-questions are set out in Table 1.

Table 1: Our review questions
Review criteria and questions
1. Relevance: How well
does DFID’s approach to
partnership with CSOs
reflect its CSO objectives
and commitments?

Sub-questions
• Does DFID demonstrate a clear and consistent position on the role
and potential value of CSOs in the UK aid programme?

2. Effectiveness: How
well does DFID’s funding
for CSOs and related
influencing work contribute
to better development
results and a more effective
civil society sector?

• How effective is DFID’s support for CSOs at delivering development
results?

3. Learning and innovation:
How well does DFID
promote learning
and innovation in its
partnerships with CSOs?

6.

• Does DFID’s approach to funding CSOs reflect a credible strategy
for maximising development results and improving standards
across the sector?

• How effectively does DFID’s support contribute to the
development of its partner CSOs’ capacity to deliver results and
value for money?
• How effective is DFID’s funding, and the influencing of DFID and
other UK departments, in promoting DFID’s objectives for the civil
society sector?
• How well does DFID’s support for CSOs encourage learning and
innovation in pursuit of the Sustainable Development Goals?
• How well does DFID promote exchange of learning among CSOs
and between CSOs, fund managers and DFID?

Monitor: tracking civic space, Civicus, undated, p. 6, link, accessed on 23 December 2018.
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2 Methodology
2.1 Our methodology was designed to assess the relevance, effectiveness and learning of DFID’s
relationship with and funding of civil society organisations (CSOs), a well as DFID’s and the wider UK
government’s work to ensure supportive operating environment for CSOs. We made our assessment by
reference to the objectives and commitments outlined in the Civil Society Partnership Review, taking
into account the dynamic political context in the UK, in DFID focus countries and globally.
2.2 The core of our methodology was a review of three centrally managed funding instruments – UK Aid
Direct, UK Aid Match and UK Aid Connect – and of DFID’s work with national civil society in Bangladesh
and Ethiopia. We conducted 28 case studies of funding agreements with individual CSOs and 12 case
studies of CSO funding proposals that were rejected (a list of the case studies is included in Annex 1).
These case studies covered both humanitarian and development interventions, and were selected in
two rounds. In the first round, we sampled from small, medium and large CSOs. Within each of the
three centrally managed funding instruments, we purposefully sampled from CSOs that were from
the UK and from DFID priority countries in equal numbers. Across these size and country-of-origin
categories, we sampled grants and contracts for development and humanitarian projects that were
awarded both to long-standing CSO partners and to more recent partners. The second selection round
aimed to fill gaps in evidence by selecting an additional four grants that were not part of these three
centrally managed instruments or two country portfolios.
2.3 The resulting sample reflected the diversity of DFID’s CSO funding. The grants and contracts ranged
from £164,000 to £223 million. They were used to work towards different Sustainable Development
Goals, with implementation periods of between 45 days and five years. The funds were awarded
both directly and via intermediaries, on the basis of unsolicited and solicited proposals, framework
agreements, competitive funding rounds and tenders that were open both to CSOs and to other
bidders.
2.4 In the course of our assessment, we conducted key stakeholder interviews and group discussions with
DFID staff, representatives of funding intermediaries and recipients, other donors, host governments,
external specialists and people affected by poverty and disaster (with a focus, within the last group,
on representatives of groups that are often left behind). We visited project sites in Cox’s Bazar District
and Khulna District in Bangladesh, and in Asosa Zone and Wolayita Zone in Ethiopia. We triangulated
our findings by comparing them with findings as reported in recent literature on civil society in the
humanitarian and development sectors, and with evidence and findings from other relevant ICAI
reviews.7
2.5 The methodology is explained in full in our Approach Paper.8 Both our methodology and this report
were independently peer-reviewed.

7.

8.

DFID’s Support for Civil Society Organisations through Programme Partnership Arrangements, ICAI, 2013, link; DFID’s governance work in Nepal and Uganda,
ICAI, 2018, link; The UK’s approach to funding the UN humanitarian system, ICAI, 2018, link; Achieving value for money through procurement Part 2: DFID’s
approach to value for money through tendering and contract management, ICAI, 2018, link.
DFID’s partnerships with civil society organisations: Approach Paper, ICAI, July 2018, link.
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Figure 1: Components of our methodology
1. Strategic review
Review of literature and DFID strategy, policy
and funding instruments documents
Interviews with DFID and CSO staff,
and with external
specialists

4. Two country visits

3. Learning review

Tracing of results of funding and
influencing work on civic space

Relevance

Document analysis and interviews
with DFID staff, CSO partners and aid
recipients, CSO capacity development
observations and project site
observations

Learning process and
system analysis
Tracing of examples of
learning among CSOs, and
of learning across CSOs,
fund managers and DFID

Effectiveness

Learning

12 failed
applications

28 individual
grants

3 centrally
managed
instruments

2. Case studies

Box 2: Limitations to the methodology
DFID’s management information system does not provide a complete picture of UK aid funding through
CSOs, given the diversity of funding channels involved. Data is not available to allow us to compare the
situation before May 2015 (the beginning of our review period) with the current numbers and spread of
DFID’s CSO partnerships, centrally managed funding instruments or percentages of funding going to
national CSOs in DFID’s focus countries. Our findings draw on feedback provided and monitoring and
evaluation data generated by DFID’s CSO partners, which may have a vested interest in DFID's continuing
support for CSOs. We mitigated the resulting risk of bias by drawing on independent evaluations
whenever they existed, by reviewing the methodologies used for data gathering and analysis, and
by triangulating data through assessing documentation, interviews and project site spot checks. We
discarded data that we judged to be biased, leaving us with a sufficiently robust evidence base to be
confident about our analysis.
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3 Background
3.1 Civil society organisations (CSOs) are not-for-profit entities, separate from the state and the private
sector. Beyond these definitional commonalities, CSOs are diverse in their size, longevity, regional
reach, sectoral focus, working methods and organisational set-up. The ones that are within our scope
pursue developmental or humanitarian objectives.

DFID’s funding to and through CSOs
Figure 2: Centrally managed instruments
UK Aid Direct

2014-2025

£321 million

Aim: To fund small- and medium-sized CSOs to work
towards reducing poverty and achieving the Global Goals.
UK Aid Direct strives to reach the most marginalised and
vulnerable populations, supporting the ‘leave no one
behind’ agenda through funding projects in the areas of
service delivery, economic empowerment, strengthening
accountability or generating social change.

Grant size: between £250,000 and £4 million.
Eligibility: UK CSOs, CSOs in one of the lowest-scoring 50
countries in the UN human development index, or CSOs in a
country DFID considers to be of high or moderate fragility.
Income: average annual income of less than £10 million for the past
three years.

Jo Cox Memorial Fund provides two types of grant:
Strengthening grants

Windows:
Community Partnership
Grant size: up to £250,000.
Eligibility: UK CSOs.
Income: average annual income of less than £1 million for the
past three years.

Small Charities Challenge Fund

Grant size: between £50,000 and £100,000.
Eligibility: UK CSOs, CSOs in one of the lowest-scoring 50
countries in the UN human development index, or CSOs in a
country DFID considers to be of high or moderate fragility.
Income: average annual income of less than £500,000 for the past
three years or for the duration of the CSO's existence (whichever is
shorter).

Network grants

Grant size: up to £50,000.
Eligibility: UK CSOs.
Income: average annual income of less than £250,000 for the
past three years or for the duration of the CSO's existence
(whichever is shorter).

UK Aid Connect £138 million

Impact grants

2018-2022

Aim: To support consortia in fostering innovative solutions
to complex development challenges that deliver real
change to poor people’s lives. UK Aid Connect enables
consortia to identify, assess and trial innovative approaches
in the field, to undertake action research, and to test the
viability of scaling up effective approaches to produce
rigorous and influential practice, evidence and learning.
Consortia to work on the following priority thematic areas:
• promoting sexual and reproductive health and rights
• disability inclusion
• working towards global security and stability
• building civil society effectiveness
• building open societies
• tackling child labour and modern slavery
• working towards lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender
inclusion
• supporting tolerance and freedom of religion or belief.

Grant size: between £100,000 and £1 million.
Eligibility: UK CSOs, CSOs in one of the lowest-scoring 50
countries in the UN human development index, or CSOs in a
country DFID considers to be of high or moderate fragility.
Income: annual income between £500,000 and £10 million.

UK Aid Match £290 million

2013-2023

Aim: To fund UK-based CSOs for poverty reduction projects
in developing countries, while providing opportunities for
the UK public to engage with international development
issues. For every £1 donated by the UK public to a UK Aid
Match charity appeal, the government contributes £1
of UK aid.This funding instrument aims to ensure that a
wider and more diverse constituency of the UK public are
informationally and behaviourally engaged and have a say in
how UK aid is spent. UK CSOs can take part in competitive
funding rounds with a funding cap of initially £5m and
currently £2m. Additionally, the programme provides
support to emergency humanitarian appeals.
Phase I (2013-2016): five funding rounds (six rounds were
initially planned, but the last round was cancelled).
Phase II (2016-2023): as of March 2019, three funding
rounds have taken place.
9

3.2 In 2016-17, DFID channelled 20% of its bilateral spend, or £1,268 million, to or through CSOs.9 Of
DFID’s bilateral CSO spend, 62%, or £783 million, was managed by DFID’s country offices.10 In-country
contracts and grants ranged from a five-year £223 million direct grant to BRAC (a large Bangladeshi
CSO), to grants of less than £1,000 for local CSOs, channelled through civil society funding instruments
that were managed by intermediaries such as companies, UN agencies and international or national
CSOs.
3.3 The remaining 38% of DFID’s bilateral CSO spend in 2016-17 was managed centrally – down from almost
50% in the preceding years.11 The reduction was caused by the termination of the centrally managed
Programme Partnership Arrangements (PPAs) that had provided £669 million to 41 organisations in
the period from 2011 until 2016.12 This marked an important shift in DFID’s CSO funding model, from
the provision of unrestricted funding (which can be used at the discretion of the recipient, usually
towards DFID-agreed priorities) to a limited number of trusted CSO partners, towards a more open,
competitive and outcome-focused approach. The policy decision to terminate the PPAs was followed
by the commissioning of the Civil Society Partnership Review (CSPR) in 2015. The CSPR lists four
funding instruments as central to this new funding model. Figure 2 details the three centrally managed
instruments this review is concerned with: UK Aid Direct, UK Aid Connect and UK Aid Match. Figure 3
provides examples of grant selection rounds within UK Aid Direct.

Figure 3: Examples of grant selection rounds within UK Aid Direct
UK Aid Direct Round 2 Planned spend: £40 million
591 applications with a
total value of
£523 million

Shortlisted: 40 grants

Small Charities Challenge Fund Round 1
101 applications with a
total value of
£4.5 million

Success rate: 6% with a
total value of £37 million

Post due diligence: 37
grants provided

Planned spend: £1 million

Shortlisted: 21 grants

Post due diligence: 16
grants provided and one
grant is pending approval

Success rate: 16% with a
total value of £0.7 million
(not including the pending grant)

DFID’s objectives in funding CSOs
3.4 At the start of our review period (May 2015), five objectives underpinned DFID’s work with civil society:
•

Provide goods and services to the poor, particularly the hard to reach.

•

Help people in developing countries to hold governments and others to account and influence
decisions that affect poor people’s lives.

•

Support poor people to do things for themselves.

•

Build support for development by encouraging UK citizens [to engage].

•

Build and maintain the capacity and space for an active civil society.13

3.5 Then, with the publication of the CSPR in November 2016, DFID announced eight objectives for its CSO
work (see Box 3). These largely overlapped with the previous five, but no longer featured the objective
of supporting poor people to do things for themselves. They also included three new elements:
•
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

Developing and sharing evidence and knowledge of what works to achieve the UK Aid Strategy.

The figure of £1,268 million is from DFID civil society funding, Inclusive Societies Department, 2017, slide 3, link. The 20% is based on Annual report and accounts
2016-17, DFID, July 2017, tabulations from figures on p. 17, link.
DFID civil society funding, Inclusive Societies Department, 2017, link.
CSPR Portfolio analysis report, executive summary, DFID, March 2016, unpublished.
Programme Partnership Arrangements (PPA) guidance, Gov.uk website, link.
Working with civil society, policy paper, DFID, November 2013, link.
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•

Maximising the impact of DFID funding on the lives of poor people by supporting the most costeffective interventions that will make the biggest difference to the largest number of people.

•

Building diversity within civil society.

Box 3: The CSPR’s eight objectives that underpin DFID’s work with civil society
1. To work with civil society to achieve a world free from poverty.
2. To fund CSOs to deliver goods, services and improvements in people’s lives across DFID’s work –
from fragile and conflict-affected states and emergency and humanitarian situations to long-term
development activities.
3. To meet the UK’s commitment to leave no one behind: to build programmes and knowledge on
improving the lives of the poorest and most excluded people including girls, women and young
people.
4. To help people in developing countries influence decisions that affect their lives and hold
decision-makers to account.
5. To build a diverse, resilient and effective civil society sector and a supportive operating
environment.
6. To develop and share evidence on what works to achieve the UK Aid Strategy: to achieve peace,
security and governance, to strengthen resilience and response to crisis, to achieve global
prosperity and to end extreme poverty.
7. To maximise the impact of our funding on the lives of poor people by supporting the most costeffective interventions that will make the biggest difference to the largest number of people.
8. To build and maintain public support for development.
Source: Civil Society Partnership Review, DFID, November 2016, p. 10, link.

DFID is seeking to achieve its objectives in a fast-changing and unpredictable environment
3.6 Since the publication of the CSPR, there have been two UK general elections and DFID has had three
secretaries of state. Following the 2016 Brexit referendum, and the triggering of Article 50 in March
2017, DFID warned that UK CSOs could face discrimination when attempting to access EU funding.14 In
2018, Oxfam experienced a sexual abuse scandal15 and Save the Children a sexual harassment scandal.16
All these events and shocks delayed funding processes, and some of them affected the nature of DFID’s
partnerships with CSOs.
3.7 Longer-term trends have also impacted on DFID’s partnerships with CSOs. Most important among
these is a general decline in the political and regulatory operating environment for civil society
(hereafter “civic space”). In many countries, CSOs are less free to operate now than they were a decade
ago. Political rights and civil liberties are under threat in countries on all continents, and have declined
in more than half of DFID’s priority countries over the past decade (see Figure 4). In 2019, Freedom
House classified only three of DFID’s priority countries as ‘free’ (see Figure 5) and CIVICUS reported
that, in 2017, there were serious systemic problems with civic space in 109 countries.17 CSOs have faced
an increase in administrative hurdles, arrests, confiscation of equipment, forced closure and violence.
In many countries, new laws have restricted CSOs’ access to international funding.18 DFID considers
protecting civic space to be important as an objective in itself.
14.

15.
16.
17.
18.

International Development Committee Oral evidence: UK-EU Development Co-operation, HC 1023, House of Commons, July 2018, link. In August 2018, DFID
gave UK CSOs reassurance that the humanitarian part of EU funding would be protected in the case of a no-deal Brexit, link. In march 2019 DFID’s Secretary of
State promised to extend this pledge to cover any development funding implemented by UK NGOs which the EU would stop in a no deal scenario, link.
Statement from International Development Secretary on Oxfam and UK action to tackle sexual exploitation in the aid sector, Press Release, UK government, 12
February 2018, link.
Charity Commission opens statutory inquiry into the Save the Children Fund, Press Release, UK government, 11 April 2018, link.
State of civil society report 2018, Year in review: top ten trends, CIVICUS, 2018, p. 4, link.
Civil society under assault, Douglas Rutzen, Journal of Democracy, October 2015, volume 26, number 4, p. 30, link.
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We will … robustly defend the rights of civil society in a dangerous and uncertain world.
Around the world, civil society is facing unprecedented pressure, from violent attacks to
attempts to close down the space for democratic dialogue and debate. The UK Government,
as part of its commitment to freedom of thought, association and expression, will stand
alongside civil society against these encroachments.
Civil Society Partnership Review, foreword by the secretary of state, DFID, November 2016, link

3.8 The practical response of CSOs and their donors has taken many forms, including withdrawal,
relocation, self-censorship or a refocus on politically uncontentious activities such as service delivery,
but also protest, advocacy and the provision and use of more secure means of communication to
reduce risks to CSO staff.

Figure 4: Changes in associational and organisational rights in DFID’s priority countries and
‘development partnership’ countries between 2008 and 2018

Increase in rights
No change in rights
Decrease in rights

Source: Figure 4 is based on data from Freedom House (2019): Freedom in the World 2019: Aggregate
Category and Subcategory Scores, link.19 Where DFID works: link.

19.

(1) The aggregation of scores of elements of associational and organisational rights approximates the part of civic space this review is focused on. For more
information, see the Freedom House methodology page, here. (2) The score for the Palestinian Authority Administered Territories is for between 2008 and
2010 because 2010 is the most recent year for which this data is available. (3) The score for South Sudan is between 2012 and 2018, due to the country’s formal
independence in 2011. (4) For most years, the data presented covers the period from 1 January 2008, through to 31 December 2018.
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Figure 5: Freedom Rating of DFID priority countries and ‘development partnership’ countries
in 2019

Free
Partially free
Not free

Source: Freedom House (2019): Freedom in the World 2019: Aggregate Category and Subcategory
Scores, link.20 Where DFID works: link.

3.9 A second long-term trend is the shifting thinking about what good humanitarian interventions
and cooperation look like. Donors have recognised that their funding practices may inadvertently
restrict the capacity of CSOs to serve beneficiary populations. At the May 2016 World Humanitarian
Summit, DFID and other humanitarian donors and agencies signed up to the Grand Bargain, a set
of commitments designed “to get more means into the hands of people in need and to improve
the effectiveness and efficiency of humanitarian action”. The commitments include expanding
humanitarian actors’ manoeuvrability by harmonising and simplifying reporting requirements and by
providing more un-earmarked and multi-year funding to ensure greater predictability and continuity
in humanitarian response.21 There is also a commitment to providing more funding to local and
national responders, and to including people receiving aid in making the decisions that affect their
lives – an objective known as ‘localisation’.22 The goal is to make vulnerable communities more resilient
by increasing their capacity to help themselves. For the time being, there is no equivalent formal
commitment in the field of development work, but it is widely accepted that localisation is important in
this sector as well.

20.
21.
22.

A country’s or territory’s Freedom Rating is created by the combined average number of the political rights and civil liberties ratings. For more information,
see the Freedom House methodology page, here.
These are four of the Grand Bargain commitments (link for the Grand Bargain commitments and link to an overview of the Grand Bargain’s current
membership).
See the arguments surveyed in Localising aid: sustaining change in the public, private and civil society sectors, Overseas Development Institute, March 2013,
link; and Adapting development: Improving services to the poor, Leni Wild et al, Overseas Development Institute, 2015, p. 37, link.
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4 Findings
4.1 Unless specified otherwise, our findings apply to DFID’s work with all its civil society organisation (CSO)
partners. This includes local and national CSOs in DFID focus countries, UK CSOs and CSOs from other
countries.

Relevance: How well does DFID’s approach to partnership with CSOs reflect its CSO objectives
and commitments?
DFID’s views on the role and potential value of CSOs are clear and consistent
4.2 We found that DFID’s views on the role and potential value of CSOs were clearly and consistently
presented throughout policy documents and in our interviews with DFID staff. The most commonly
mentioned comparative advantages of CSOs, and the most common reasons given for funding them,
are as follows:
•

Service delivery: CSOs have the potential to deliver good value for money through service
delivery in fields related to the Sustainable Development Goals. Some respondents mentioned
that CSOs often build useful alliances with other providers, including governments, and that they
are particularly well positioned to provide services in contexts that are fragile or in conflict. In
circumstances where host governments are not yet able or willing to provide essential education,
health and other services to all groups within their borders, DFID often funds CSOs to fill some of
the gaps.

•

Leaving no one behind: CSOs can help DFID achieve its commitment to leave no one behind in
ways other delivery partners cannot. CSOs often focus their efforts on marginalised communities,
and their grassroots networks, local knowledge and legitimacy make them well placed to serve
hard-to-reach groups. Some respondents emphasised CSOs’ track record of supporting women
and girls in particular. DFID also draws on specialist CSOs’ knowledge and experience of inclusive
programming to improve its own practices, for instance in the field of disability inclusion.23 Almost
all of DFID’s CSO funding streams promote either inclusive programme approaches or direct
funding towards specific marginalised groups, such as adolescent girl refugees or disadvantaged
ethnic minority communities.

•

Voice and accountability: CSOs hold governments to account and provide a platform for a
diversity of voices and opinions. As a result, DFID believes that strengthening civil society can
help to reduce corruption and make governments more accountable for their use of public
funds.24 DFID therefore sees a healthy civil society and a conducive operating environment for
CSOs as inherently important goals. DFID pursues these goals through both funding and policy
influencing work.

•

Innovation: CSOs have a track record of piloting, refining, evidencing and mainstreaming
development innovations and of challenging existing ways of working. Extrapolating from
past innovation successes, the Civil Society Partnership Review (CSPR) says that British CSOs in
particular are “crucial partners and allies” in DFID’s “efforts to modernise, update and improve the
effectiveness of the global development system”.25 A few of DFID’s funding streams are exclusively
innovation-focused, and many other streams have a dedicated innovation window or encourage
innovation in other ways.

4.3 These views are expressed in DFID documents going back to at least 2010. They are widely held across
the department and reflect a broad consensus on the value of CSOs among donors and practitioners
in the global development and humanitarian community. We find them to be coherent, consistent
and persuasive. Some respondents and documents also mentioned other valuable contributions of
CSOs to the development process, such as changing social attitudes, strengthening peace efforts and
strengthening livelihoods and economic empowerment.
23.
24.
25.

Disability Framework – One Year On: Leaving No One Behind, DFID, updated December 2015, p. 6, link.
This stance is formalised in Open aid, open societies: A vision for a transparent world, DFID, February 2018, p. 5, link.
Civil Society Partnership Review, DFID, November 2016, foreword from the secretary of state, p. 4, link.
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4.4 DFID also often mentioned two reasons for supporting UK CSOs in particular:
•

the UK’s strong development CSOs are part of Britain’s soft power and global leadership on
development issues26

•

UK CSOs engage the UK public and have the potential to build public support for the UK aid
programme (see Box 3, objective 8, and Box 4).

The CSPR mentions both reasons, and they add to the CSOs’ collective status as a “significant and
enduring partner” for DFID.27

Box 4: UK Aid Match increases the UK public’s financial contribution, but effects on UK
public attitudes towards the aid programme are not yet known
The CSPR states that “ensuring public trust and legitimacy” is central to the CSPR’s purpose.28 DFID uses
a multipronged approach to achieve this, including a matched funding mechanism, UK Aid Match, “to
allow the UK public to have their say over where a chunk of the official aid budget goes.”29
UK Aid Match has a budget of £290 million for the period from 2013 until 2023 to match donations that
are made by members of the public. DFID provides matched funding to appeals that are issued by UK
CSOs and selected, by DFID and its fund manager, on the basis of proposals submitted in competitive
funding rounds. Separate from these funding rounds, DFID provides match funding to humanitarian
appeals of the Disaster Emergency Committee.
The matching has a 1:1 ratio, with a maximum of £2 million (down from an original £5 million). The primary
purpose of the matched funding is to contribute to development or humanitarian efforts. The secondary
purpose is to increase the UK public’s engagement with such efforts. The original logical framework
did not reflect this hierarchy in purposes and instead emphasised the effects of match funding on the
UK public’s engagement, but this was corrected in 2017. Proposals are scored on both issues, and are
designed with both the UK and the programme country in mind (e.g. the timing of Practical Action’s
“Pumpkins against Poverty” appeal was timed to coincide with Halloween in the UK and the planting
season in Bangladesh). DFID told us that proposals that score highest on their likely developmental
or humanitarian effects would normally be funded, and would receive support to strengthen the UK
communication effort if that part of the proposal was insufficiently strong.
We saw evidence that DFID’s matched funding, and DFID’s contribution to the communication around
it, incentivises giving and keeps the UK public engaged for longer.30 However, DFID has not yet
systematically assessed the wider effects of matched funding. It does not know to what extent increases
in donations are additional to what would have been given without match funding, or whether there is
a transfer effect, where people decide to donate to matched funding appeals instead of other appeals.
We also do not know if a termination of matched funding might amount to a disincentive that causes
public donations to drop to below the levels of donations as they were prior to the introduction of the
match funding principle. Lastly, we do not yet know if matched funding, or the approach to “expand
opportunities for small organisations to access funding,”31 increases public trust and legitimacy of DFID’s
development and humanitarian work. In October 2018, DFID commissioned an evaluation of UK Aid
Match that will explore these topics.

26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.

Civil Society Partnership Review, DFID, November 2016, foreword from the secretary of state, p. 4, link.
Business Case: UK Aid Match II, DFID, September 2016, p. 8, link.
Civil Society Partnership Review, DFID, November 2016, p. 7, link.
Civil Society Partnership Review, DFID, November 2016, p. 5, link.
This finding is aligned with research on charitable giving in the US. See Does Price Matter in Charitable Giving? Evidence from a Large-Scale Natural Field
Experiment, Dean Karlan and John List, American Economic Review, 97(5), 2007, pp. 1774-1793, link.
Business Case: UK Aid Match II, DFID, September 2016, p. 14, link.
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DFID encourages CSOs to embrace the ‘leave no one behind’ commitment
4.5 In the CSPR’s seventh objective, DFID aims to support “interventions that will make the biggest
difference to the largest number of people”. In the third objective, it wants to “meet the UK’s
commitment to leave no one behind”. There is a trade-off between these objectives because, as DFID
acknowledges, “reaching the most excluded people… can be expensive”.32
4.6 Before our review period, CSOs that were implementing centrally managed DFID projects did not
systematically prioritise the hard to reach over other groups. They pointed to evidence that centrally
managed projects “that specifically include hardest to reach groups like people with disabilities
can fair less well in [DFID’s value for money] assessments”.33 During the review period, DFID and
the fund manager for UK Aid Direct and UK Aid Match have been clearer about their expectation
that CSO partners contribute to the ‘leave no one behind’ commitment, and have used a range of
communication channels to convey this message. Both instruments have also actively promoted the
new ‘equity’ part of its value for money guidance. The inclusion of equity in the value for money metrics
means that reaching hard-to-reach groups has now become a key feature of ‘value for money’.34 As a
result, we saw a trend where centrally funded projects worked more clearly and deliberately towards the
‘leave no one behind’ commitment at the end of the review period than at the beginning.
DFID has diversified its partnerships with UK CSOs, but the stated rationale for this is not rooted in
evidence
4.7 The CSPR commits DFID to diversifying its CSO partnerships. DFID’s efforts to do so are most obvious in
the centrally managed instruments, which have worked to include a larger number of smaller UK CSOs
from more locations across the UK. To achieve this, DFID has conducted roadshows across the UK to
attract new applicants. It has also adjusted some of its eligibility criteria to be more favourable to smaller
CSOs, created windows under UK Aid Direct that specifically target small CSOs – the Small Charities
Challenge Fund and, later, the Jo Cox Memorial Fund – and adopted application processes and payment
arrangements that are suited to smaller organisations. This effort is likely to have arrested, and possibly
even begun to reverse, a decade-long trend in which institutional funding was increasingly focused on
large UK CSOs (see Figure 6).

Figure 6: In the decade before the CSPR, the growth in institutional donor funding for UK CSOs
had been invested in large CSOs only
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Source: NCVO data on all institutional funding received by 305 active UK-based Bond members, used for Financial trends for UK-based INGOs: An
analysis of Bond members’ income between 2006 and 2016, Bond, September 2018, link.
32.
33.
34.

Business Case: UK Aid Direct, Phase II of the Global Poverty Action Fund (GPAF), ARIES Project: 202035, DFID, August 2014, p. 10, link.
Mentioned in Business Case: UK Aid Match II, DFID, September 2016, p. 38, link; and in UK Aid Direct: Annual Review, DFID, August 2016, p. 11, link.
The value for money concept previously only included ‘economy’, ‘effectiveness’ and ‘efficiency’.
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4.8 One reason for DFID’s efforts to open funding opportunities for an increasing number of small
organisations from across the UK is to build a wider and more diverse constituency of the UK public
that is engaged in international development. The assumption is that if more of the public are exposed
to aid-funded activities by organisations in their locality, they will be more favourably disposed towards
the aid programme. DFID has not yet substantiated this causal link.
4.9 A second stated reason for the policy choice to support smaller CSOs is that “small and mediumsized organisations are filling an important niche, running important and innovative projects. It is
often smaller, grassroots organisations that are best able to make the connections on the ground and
achieve lasting impact.”35 DFID does not have evidence that small UK CSOs are either more innovative
or more likely to achieve lasting impact than large CSOs.36 We did see some evidence that the opposite
might be true: an assessment of DFID’s Civil Society Challenge Fund (a fund that focused on small UK
CSOs and that was terminated in 2015) found that the evidence did “not support the hypothesis that
public funding of small NGOs through the fund can be justified by positive empirical evidence of its
impact”.37 A 2014 external evaluation of one of DFID’s centrally managed funding streams came to a
similar finding,38 and also found that smaller grantees “were not especially successful at innovation”39 as
they had a lower risk appetite than larger CSOs, smaller networks, and were not as good at capturing
lessons from innovation. Moreover, DFID predicts that increasing the diversity of CSOs comes with
“higher costs for managing larger numbers of applications and grants. Small CSOs may be less
experienced and require more investment to manage.”40
4.10 A third stated reason for DFID’s diversification efforts is that “CSOs told us that DFID should better
recognise the sector’s diversity and the unique contribution a wide range of CSOs make to DFID’s
work.”41 In this context, we note that the competitive nature of the funding rounds, in combination with
DFID’s assertion that “funding processes will reward bids that use the interventions proven to be the
most cost effective”,42 have meant that proposals were often designed to meet all of DFID’s approach
preferences. These many preferences, as well as DFID’s mainstreaming and other conditions and
requirements, are all individually sensible, but collectively they stifled creativity and reduced diversity
and scope for CSOs to localise their approaches. As a consequence, DFID has increased the overall
number of centrally managed UK CSO partners, but may have reduced the diversity of the approaches
that DFID’s partners use.
4.11 We therefore conclude that the stated reasons for the policy choice to increase the diversity of DFID’s
partnerships with UK CSOs, and to focus its diversification efforts on the basis of CSO size and spread
across the UK, are not rooted in evidence.
DFID’s focus on UK CSOs does not further the localisation of development and humanitarian efforts
4.12 DFID has funding streams for which only UK CSOs are eligible (UK CSOs then transfer a proportion
of this funding to their national partner CSOs in other countries).43 These are UK Aid Match, the
Small Charities Challenge Fund44 and the Community Partnership Grants of UK Aid Direct. There are
no formal restrictions in other centrally managed funding streams but, in practice, most funding is
awarded to UK CSOs. For example, almost all UK Aid Connect consortia are led by UK CSOs. Within UK
Aid Direct and its predecessor (the Global Poverty Action Fund), the proportion of funding that went
directly to CSOs in developing countries declined from 28% (December 2011 to May 2015) to 18% (June
2015 to October 2018).45 This focus on UK CSOs is explicit in the foreword to the CSPR, in which the
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.

This is ‘a key point’ from DFID’s discussions with CSOs, in preparation for the CSPR, reported in Civil Society Partnership Review, DFID, November 2016, p. 9,
link.
Research on this issue, which DFID had planned to commission in the review period, was delayed until after this report.
Justifying development financing of small NGOs: impact evidence, political expedience and the case of the UK Civil Society Challenge Fund, James Copestake,
Anne-Marie O’Riordan and Myriam Telford, Journal of Development Effectiveness, 8:2, 2016, p. 164, link (requires payment of subscription).
Global Poverty Action Fund Mid-Term Evaluation Report, Coffey, May 2014, pp. iii-iv, link.
Global Poverty Action Fund Mid-Term Evaluation Report, Coffey, May 2014, p. 48, link.
Business Case: UK Aid Match II, DFID, September 2016, p. 21, link.
Civil Society Partnership Review, DFID, November 2016, p. 8, link.
Civil Society Partnership Review, DFID, November 2016, p. 13, link.
This proportion is known per grant but not for the sum total of grants.
Round 4 of UK Aid Direct, which was announced immediately after our review period, in January 2019, is also open to CSOs from developing countries.
Calculations are based on an overview of grants of UK Aid Direct and the Global Poverty Action Fund, the UK Aid Direct predecessor instrument.
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then secretary of state, Priti Patel, said that “Britain’s civil society organisations… do extraordinary good
around the world” and that they are “a crucial part of Britain’s soft power and leadership around the
world”.
4.13 The CSPR’s emphasis on the role of UK CSOs does not align well with the localisation agenda (see
paragraph 3.9). It is also at odds with the CSPR’s observation that “CSOs emphasised the need for
organisations based in developing countries to have a more prominent leadership role”, and with
DFID’s recognition of the importance of national and local organisations in other DFID documents.46
4.14 DFID did give us a few examples of instruments that had progressed towards its localisation goal, such
as the DFID-supported DRC Humanitarian Fund, which has surpassed the Grand Bargain commitments
related to the direct involvement of local and national responders to humanitarian needs in the
Democratic Republic of Congo.47 DFID has also funded and invested in networks such as The Girl
Generation,48 which strengthens efforts by hundreds of African organisations to reduce female genital
mutilation, and has invested in efforts to improve the organisational capacity of a range of CSOs in DFID
priority countries. However, within DFID’s centrally managed instruments, there has on the whole been
no clear trend towards the localisation of development and humanitarian efforts. ICAI’s recent reviews
of the UK’s humanitarian support in Syria and the UK’s core funding to the UN humanitarian system
reported similar findings.49
DFID’s approach to maximising value for money strengthens the focus on tried and tested programme
interventions but does not facilitate adaptive and innovative programming
4.15 Through all the central funding instruments in our sample, DFID’s focus on value for money led to the
expectation that its partners would use evidence-based approaches, provide upfront assurances about
the effectiveness of their proposed programmes, and work within predefined result frameworks.
4.16 Where CSOs propose to deliver tried and tested interventions, DFID’s approach to value for money is
an appropriate way of ensuring the best return on the investment. However, where the objective is to
support innovative work, tight predetermined programme frameworks can be unhelpful, reducing the
freedom and the incentive to experiment and learn from failure. This is a problem in particular for UK
Aid Connect, which sets out to be strongly innovation-focused. Its business case states that “flexible
and adaptive programming approaches will be built in from the start, building in beneficiary feedback
approaches and points in the programme cycle which allow the consortium to innovate and to respond
to risks and opportunities … throughout the duration of the programme”.50 The same document,
however, also notes that proposals “will be assessed against the [value for money] of the management
arrangements (economy), their impact on poverty (effectiveness and efficiency) and relative balance
(are we achieving a high level of poverty reduction for every pound spent?)”.51
4.17 In our interviews with recipients of centrally managed and Ethiopia-specific funding, we often heard
that CSO's desire to innovate was hampered by their fear of failing to meet predefined milestones.
Grantees are required to work within detailed budgets that are not easy to change and that provide
limited scope for the flexible, adaptive programming needed to support innovation. For the in-country
programmes in Bangladesh, the picture was more positive. Specifically, CSOs that worked with DFID
directly (rather than through intermediaries such as the United Nations Office for Project Services and
the British Council) sometimes praised DFID’s willingness to repurpose funding when needed, or to
provide additional funding when new programming opportunities were seen as particularly worthwhile.
In Bangladesh, we also saw evidence of DFID and grantees working together to innovate, experiment
and remain relevant in evolving environments.

46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.

For example, DFID’s Humanitarian Reform Policy or guidance on violence against women and girls.
DRC Humanitarian Fund Annual Report 2017, link.
The Girl Generation website, link.
The UK’s approach to funding the UN humanitarian system, ICAI, December 2018, 4.59-4.60, link; and The UK’s humanitarian support to Syria, ICAI, May 2018,
Box 6, link.
Business Case: UK Aid Connect, DFID, 2018, p. 3, link.
Business Case: UK Aid Connect, DFID, 2018, p. 34, link.
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DFID has changed its funding practices, and introduced more stringent requirements, to promote the
transparency and accountability of UK aid
4.18 DFID wants the UK public to view aid spending through CSOs as legitimate, and wants CSOs to be more
accountable to beneficiary communities.52 The CSPR therefore listed transparency and accountability,
together with cost-effectiveness, as “core principles” that are “central to [DFID’s] entire approach to
CSO funding”.
4.19 As part of DFID’s operationalisation of these core principles, the CSPR brought in three changes in
DFID’s funding architecture.
•

DFID terminated its centrally managed unrestricted funding instrument.53 All centrally managed
funding is now project-based.

•

DFID consolidated its “many separate funding streams for CSOs” that had “sometimes led to
confusion and duplication”.54 DFID does not keep count of its central funding streams, so we do
not know the extent of the consolidation, but we saw 17 examples of terminated instruments. The
overall number of its centrally managed funding instruments is certainly lower at the end than it
had been at the start of the review period.

•

For the consolidated funding streams, the CSPR stated that “DFID will revise its approach to
reimbursing overhead costs.”55 This was the start of a process towards what DFID calls ‘cost
transparency’ and ‘full cost recovery.’ It allows CSOs to include an organisation-specific
percentage in project budgets that accurately covers the indirect costs of project delivery. This
is in line with the 2006 UK Treasury guidance that it is not good value for money for CSOs to be
“unwittingly subsidising a public service”.56 DFID operationalised its new cost transparency model
in the last quarter of 2018.

4.20 The CSPR also expects improved practice from the CSOs that DFID funds, stating the need for “all
organisations… to be open and transparent about exactly where the money goes and what it achieves”.
The condition applies not just to direct funding recipients but throughout the delivery chain, and DFID
“will not compromise on assurance standards” irrespective of an organisation’s type and size. DFID
combines training and capacity building with formal requirements on adherence to transparency and
accountability standards.57 DFID-funded capacity-building efforts in developing countries illustrate this
focus: they are often related to transparency and accountability (towards DFID, primarily) rather than,
for example, to an organisation’s ability to fulfil its mandate and achieve its objectives.
4.21 We found some evidence from our sample that CSOs had strengthened their practice in terms of
accountability both towards people affected by poverty and disaster and towards DFID and the UK
public. Progress of the latter type is clearer and more clearly attributable to DFID pressure and capacitybuilding efforts. We have not seen attempts to measure the resources and costs involved for CSOs to
comply with DFID’s accountability standards, nor strong attempts from DFID to keep these costs to a
minimum. While transparency and accountability standards are important, the combined weight of
DFID’s requirements may inadvertently contribute to a declining civic space. DFID raised this risk itself
in 2015, noting that “DFID should assess its own practices to identify any cases [that] could contribute
to closing [civic] space in the name of alignment, harmonisation and accountability”.58
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Civil Society Partnership Review, DFID, November 2016, p. 14, link.
Annual Review: UK Aid Match: backing public choices on aid spending (Pilot Phase), DFID, August 2016, p. xv, unpublished.
Civil Society Partnership Review, DFID, November 2016, foreword from the secretary of state, p. 4, link.
Civil Society Partnership Review, DFID, November 2016, p. 13, link. Note that DFID’s Conflict, Humanitarian and Security Department has operated on the basis
of full cost recovery since 2013.
A summary guide: improving financial relationships with the third sector: guidance to funders and purchasers, HM Treasury, May 2006, link.
The CSPR says that, by the end of 2017, “centrally funded CSOs will be required to meet the full International Aid Transparency Initiative (IATI) standard on all
their funding, and ensure that all the organisations in their delivery chain also meet the standard”. Civil Society Partnership Review, DFID, November 2016, p. 14,
link. See also: International Aid Transparency Initiative Standard, link.
Issues paper; ‘closing space’, DFID, June 2015, p. 6, unpublished.
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DFID’s urgent response to safeguarding scandals gained focus and balance over time
4.22 The issues of sexual exploitation, abuse and harassment did not feature prominently in DFID guidance
until the 2018 scandals at Oxfam and Save the Children prompted the department to take on a
leadership role on the issue.59 The urgent nature of DFID’s initial action was appropriate but came at the
cost of delaying other DFID work, such as work in the field of civic space. Initial duplications in demands
to DFID’s CSO partners were unnecessarily time-consuming for CSOs, and disrupted some of their
other work. At the time of writing this report, DFID had not yet initiated a learning exercise to ensure a
new crisis would not lead to similar duplication and disruption.
4.23 DFID’s approach gained focus and balance after these initial months. Towards the end of our review
period, it included some CSO capacity development support, a pre-grant ‘enhanced due diligence’
process covering safeguarding as well as other issues,60 and a requirement for CSOs to verifiably adhere
to standards that ensure protection of vulnerable populations and minimise the risk of exploitation and
abuse.61 It is too early to assess if the sector may be on a trajectory towards verifiable compliance to
safeguarding standards, or what role DFID will play in achieving this. We will therefore revisit progress in
this area. DFID’s compliance-based approach can be a useful step, provided it is implemented in parallel
with wider efforts to make the sector safer. This includes work to reduce the extreme imbalances of
power found between aid providers and aid recipients in emergency situations, to foster a safety-first
culture across the humanitarian sector, and to resolve sector-wide structural problems such as the ease
with which people who have been fired for misconduct are re-employed by other organisations. DFID
is aware of the complexity of the issues of sexual exploitation and abuse, and of sexual harassment.

Let there be no doubt: this international summit was not about gathering promises to tinker
around the edges. This is about setting in place a fundamental rewrite, from root to branch,
of the way the aid sector operates.
DFID secretary of state, Penny Mordaunt, Quote 2: Statement at the Safeguarding
Summit 2018: Global aid community to take action against sexual predators, link

DFID’s project-based funding model adversely affects CSOs’ transaction costs, organisational adaptability
and long-term strategic thinking
4.24 With the termination of DFID’s central unrestricted funding instrument, almost all funding received by
DFID’s CSO partners is for the implementation of projects, with funding tightly conditioned by results
frameworks. This potentially improves the transparency of DFID-funded spending, as project funding
is based on detailed budgets and reporting, while unrestricted funding can be used flexibly and at the
discretion of the CSO.
4.25 However, while the increased transparency of spending is an important aim, pursuing this aim
through a funding model that is solely project-based can negatively affect the CSPR’s strategic aim
to “maximise value for money and results from CSO programmes and engagement”.62 In the short
term, project-based funding means higher planning and reporting costs for CSOs, lower flexibility
to adapt to learning and changed circumstances, and limited financial headroom to respond to new
challenges (such as safeguarding against sexual crimes and misconduct). In the long term, CSOs that
get all their income fixed in the form of project funding are unable to invest in staff development, build
organisational capacity, develop stronger partnerships or respond strategically to a rapidly changing
global context.
59.
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As stated in DFID Safeguarding: Core Brief (internal), DFID, 23 March 2018, unpublished.
The enhanced due diligence process covers safeguarding, whistleblowing, human resources, risk management, codes of conduct, governance and
accountability.
CSOs may opt for the safeguarding elements of the Core Humanitarian Standard, link; and the protection policy of the Inter-Agency Standing Committee
(IASC), link.
Civil Society Partnership Review, DFID, November 2016, p. 10, link.
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4.26 Many of DFID’s current CSO funding streams include capacity-building elements, but the support is
supply-driven and somewhat imposed. With the termination of unrestricted funding, DFID no longer
funds experimental capacity-building approaches where results cannot be predicted and success is
uncertain (see Box 5 for an example).63

Box 5: Self-driven, experimental organisational capacity investments can lead to durable
cultural change
With careful project design it is possible to include people with disabilities in all parts of a project.
However, for an organisation to build an overall inclusive programming practice, inclusive thinking needs
to be embedded into its culture and translated into all its systems and processes.
Between 2008 and 2011, World Vision used unrestricted DFID funding to experiment with different
approaches towards a programming practice that was routinely inclusive of people with disabilities.
Its experiment in World Vision India was particularly successful. Five years later, an external disability
specialist conducted an ex-post evaluation that tested the organisation’s sustained practice of inclusive
programming. She found that disability inclusion was still widely seen as a critical component of rightsbased programming by staff throughout the organisation, and that important elements of inclusive
practice were still a routine part of programming practice. The evaluation concluded that inclusive
thinking and practice had been embedded sufficiently deeply in systems, processes and organisational
culture that it would survive a leadership change.

4.27 While the decision to move away from unrestricted funding was arguably a policy choice, DFID
documents continue to note the inherent advantages of providing core funding. DFID is also aware that
“the literature is clear that core funding and unrestricted funding are the best mechanisms to support
innovation. Funding tied to results or specific projects discourages risk-taking. The results agenda
may have inadvertently had a negative effect on experimentation.”64 Notwithstanding this awareness,
DFID has chosen a funding approach that treats CSOs as project implementers, with funding tightly
conditioned by results frameworks. This limits CSOs’ ability to manage their own capacity development
and to adapt to the evolving contexts in which they operate.
The current centrally managed funding instruments have increased the volatility of some CSOs’ funding
portfolios and raised the sector’s collective fundraising costs
4.28 The reduction in the number of DFID’s funding instruments has increased clarity around the available
funding streams. However, it has also made it harder for some CSOs to build diverse portfolios
of grants, making them more vulnerable to variations in their income. For CSOs that are largely
dependent on UK funding – such as the UK members of international CSO confederations – this
intensifies the phenomenon of project-based funding leading to large and sudden increases and
decreases in turnover.
4.29 CSOs told us that the consolidation of instruments had compelled them to pursue any available
funding, even in the case of a sub-optimal alignment between their strategy and the specific theme
of a funding window. The resulting increase in competition, with more applicants responding to
each funding call, made it less likely for any individual application to be successful. In line with the
UK government’s guidance on competition for funding,65 DFID sees its highly competitive centrally
managed proposal selection processes66 as driving value for money. The increased competition may
63.
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Only one of the centrally managed projects in our sample had a strong focus on the organisation’s own capacity development (Afford UK, a UK Aid Match
project, managed by Comic Relief). UK Aid Connect’s Bond-led consortium also has a strong capacity development component. At the time of writing this
report, the commercial supplier that manages UK Aid Direct has not yet operationalised its August 2017 commitment that “new grants will have an opportunity to
request funding for capacity building”. [Source of quote: You Said, We Listened 2016/2017 Grant Holder Feedback, Supplier, 17th August 2017, p. 2, unpublished]
CSPR Portfolio analysis report, DFID, March 2016, p. 53, unpublished. This quote is informed by, and relevant literature is discussed in, Incentives from donor
funding mechanisms for civil society organisations, Evie Browne, GSDRC, August 2015, link.
Government functional standard for general grant guidance, chapter 5, Competition for Funding, section 8, Cabinet Office, December 2016, link.
UK Aid Match has a number of exceptions to the practice of open calls, such as grants to the Disasters Emergency Committee (DEC) and to Comic Relief, which
work on the basis of template memoranda of understanding. The DEC then channels DFID funding to its members, and Comic Relief uses different grant-giving
methods, including closed invitations for specialist work, to avoid resource wastage in the proposal development stage.
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indeed have helped to drive up standards in funding applications, but it has also driven up the collective
proposal development costs for CSOs. DFID has not evaluated the impact that these costs are having
on the overall pool of funding available to spend on humanitarian and development programming.
4.30 In 2018, a DFID-commissioned piece of research recommended that DFID should resist the temptation
to “make more stringent data and documentary demands of potential … recipients of funding” due
to, among other reasons, “the costs of doing so”.67 In interviews with DFID and the fund manager of
UK Aid Direct and UK Aid Match, we saw an awareness of the investment levels currently required to
submit proposals, and some evidence of efforts to limit application costs. The application process of
the Small Charities Challenge Fund, for example, started with an automated eligibility check, so that
organisations did not spend unnecessary time and effort on investing in ineligible proposals. Similarly,
some funding rounds had a two-stage application process in which weak proposals were eliminated on
the basis of a concept note. Further discussions on ways to reduce the level of investment needed to
submit proposals are ongoing.
DFID and the wider UK government do not have clear and shared objectives for their work on the
maintenance of civic space
4.31 Faced with a global decline in civic space, a 2010 review of DFID’s support for civil society noted that
“there is a pressing need to focus on the operating environment”.68 More recent DFID documents
also raised concerns about the declining civic space in many of its focus countries, and confirmed its
intentions to act (see Box 6).

Box 6: DFID’s commitments on civic space
We will address declines in the operating space for civil society that reduce civil society's ability
to improve the lives of poor people and hold those in power to account. Alongside other UK
Government departments, DFID will support organisations that protect those under threat and
increase understanding of the extent, causes and consequences of closing civic and civil society
space.
Civil society partnership review, DFID, November 2016, p. 10, link
In response to the worrying global trends of greater restrictions, intimidation and violence
against civic actors, we will scale up support for a healthy, free media and civil society that can
champion anti-corruption and transparency and promote debate and uptake of data. This
will enable them to operate in a free environment without unduly restrictive legislative and
regulatory burdens; and, importantly, without fear.
Open aid, open societies: a vision for a transparent world, DFID, February 2018, p. 11, link

4.32 Given that the UK alone could not reverse the global trend of declining civic space, the 2010 review
suggested that DFID “find opportunities to work closely with other donors, foundations and private
donors – promoting a shared interest in the sector”.69 In the review period, DFID and other parts of the
UK government did participate in various national and global forums and working groups, but often
without clear and shared influencing objectives. One reason for this may have been the lack of a natural
lead department for the issue. DFID has the largest engagement with CSOs and owns the ‘leave no
one behind’ commitment, which is where declining civic space often has the most immediate effects.
However, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) leads on human rights, including civic rights.
Another reason is that there is no agreement on what ‘good’ looks like in a field where anti-terrorism,
security, stability and human rights agendas all play a role.
67.
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Assessing the impacts of changing civic space on development outcomes: a methodological discussion, Naomi Hossain and Ricardo Santos, draft version of 13
July 2018, p. 22, unpublished.
Review of DFID support for civil society, Andrea Ledward and Roy Trivedy, 9 March 2010, p. 50. This document is marked as ‘restricted’.
Review of DFID support for civil society, Andrea Ledward and Roy Trivedy, 9 March 2010, pp. 50 and 53. This document is marked as ‘restricted’.
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4.33 The 2010 review of DFID’s support to civil society also noted that “country programmes do not
systematically focus on the regulatory environment”.70 In June 2015, another internal paper
recommended that DFID “should publish guidance for country offices (and partners) covering available
evidence on what works and methodology for analysing closing space in specific country contexts,
identifying corresponding windows of opportunity and developing appropriate programmatic
responses from a toolkit”.71 DFID has yet to publish such guidance, and the need for it was highlighted
again in a survey among country offices in October 2018.72
Conclusions on relevance
4.34 DFID has a clear and consistent view on the role and potential value of CSOs in the humanitarian
and development sectors in general, and for the UK aid programme in particular. It sees CSOs as key
partners on service delivery, holding governments to account and reaching, including, representing
and giving a voice to marginalised groups. DFID recognises that civil society is often uniquely equipped
to play these roles, and therefore considers a healthy civil society to be a goal in and of itself. The CSPR
objectives and commitments reflect these views.
4.35 However, we are concerned that the short-term nature of DFID’s CSO funding is not conducive to the
long-term health of the sector. Project-based funding combined with the stringent new requirements
of DFID’s funding mechanisms have had positive effects on the accountability and transparency of its
CSO partners. However, this funding model has also tied CSOs closer to DFID as its service providers,
providing less scope for supporting an autonomous, strong civil society in its priority countries and
in the UK. DFID has not followed up on its own recommendations to avoid unduly stringent data
and other requirements that add considerable costs for CSOs and can contribute to restricting their
operational space. Instead, the termination of unrestricted funding, the income volatility caused by
the consolidation of funding instruments, the individually sensible but collectively overburdening
conditions and requirements of these instruments, the unnecessarily high investments required to
develop funding proposals, and the enhanced due diligence requirements of 2018 come together to
pose challenges for DFID’s CSO partners. Furthermore, some of the assumptions underpinning DFID’s
funding practices have not yet been tested, and some of the practices do not reflect the objective to
localise humanitarian and development practice.
4.36 This means that DFID’s practice in this review period is not fully aligned with its commitments to foster
a healthy civil society as a goal in itself, and with the evolving realities in many of its focus countries.
Instead, DFID has by and large treated CSOs as implementers of short projects, allowing them limited
opportunity to ensure their continued relevance, health and adaptability. This has happened at a
time when global civic space continued to decline. DFID and the wider UK government do not have a
clear set of objectives in relation to the global decline of civic space, and the department has not yet
published a guiding framework that helps country offices analyse and respond to the decline.
4.37 In view of the above conclusions, we award DFID an amber-red score for the relevance of its approach
to partnerships with CSOs.

Effectiveness: How well does DFID’s funding for CSOs and related influencing work contribute
to better development results and a more effective civil society sector?
Most DFID-funded CSO projects are delivering positive results
4.38 We assessed the results of 28 DFID-funded grants and contracts, and took brief looks at many others,
and found that almost all projects are delivering positive results. One of the best-achieving grants in
our sample was also by far the largest one: a £223 million five-year grant to BRAC, a very large CSO
headquartered in Bangladesh, with which the UK government has had strong and evolving relations
since its foundation almost 50 years ago. This ‘Strategic Partnership Agreement’ is DFID’s only
remaining large unrestricted grant, based on a strategic agreement ( jointly with Australia). In 2018,
70.
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Review of DFID support for civil society, Andrea Ledward and Roy Trivedy, 9 March 2010, p. 50. This document is marked as ‘restricted’.
Civic space options paper, DFID, June 2015, unpublished.
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“the evidence from BRAC’s […] reports, DFID field visits and consultation with BRAC and partners
confirms progress in achieving results that align with UK priorities, at scale, in the right places and to
the right target groups”.73 This aligns with the findings of an independent evaluation of the previous
funding period, and with our own observations when we visited BRAC projects in 2016 (described in
paragraph 4.100 and Box 11).74
4.39 For other funding, the overall picture is also broadly positive, and DFID-funded CSO projects have had
direct life-changing or even life-saving impact for beneficiaries. However, we have also seen projects
that have not delivered the anticipated results or have not had the scale or timelines to tackle the
complex, interrelated problems they were seeking to address. Across DFID’s CSO portfolio, results were
often affected by delays and short project cycles (we discuss this later in this section).
4.40 Within our sample, the CSOs were engaged in diverse activities. For instance:
•

Practical Action helped poor landless women in Bangladesh increase their incomes (£1 million
over two years)

•

PREFA strengthened adolescent sexual and reproductive healthcare services in Uganda (£2 million
over three years)

•

the Start Fund disbursed quick funding for 45-day interventions in low-visibility disasters around
the developing world (£27 million over four years).

4.41 Almost all the grants we looked at were closely aligned with DFID objectives, and almost all were at
least to some extent gender-sensitive in their approach. Projects managed by DFID country offices
(to a larger extent than the centrally managed ones) often successfully held authorities to account,
from school management to national administrations, and brought about pro-poor changes in their
practice. These locally funded projects were carefully implemented in constrained environments:
we saw evidence of cautious timing (for example no new messages just before elections, lest they
be interpreted as political manoeuvring), well-judged advocacy where CSOs were persistent without
being confrontational, optics management to enable authorities to change their practice without
fear of losing face, and changes in the influencing targets when one level of a public authority proved
to be more receptive to evidence than another level. CSOs often ensured the acceptability of their
efforts, in the eyes of public authorities, by referencing governments’ own goals, plans, policies and
legislation. We saw examples of locally funded CSOs successfully using a range of approaches to
strengthen the effectiveness of their interventions. These included community scorecards (a citizendriven accountability tool for the assessment, planning, monitoring and evaluation of service delivery),
strategic litigation that used hitherto unimplemented pro-poor laws, local community knowledge
sharing and mobilisation around practical problems, and large-scale surveys that brought widespread
problems to light. Centrally, we saw DFID supporting the representation of CSOs from developing
countries in a range of global and regional development policy forums, such as in the steering
committee of the Global Agriculture and Food Security Programme.
4.42 The most difficult parts of CSOs’ work often showed less consistently positive results. For instance,
DFID has committed to “help CSOs put accountability at the heart of their efforts”,75 but accountability
towards people affected by poverty and disaster does not yet have a strongly rooted tradition in
the development and humanitarian sectors, and was often less strong than it should be (see Box 7).
Similarly, while a number of projects within our sample showed elements of good practice on disability
inclusion, more remains to be done. We saw plans to strengthen inclusiveness practice and efforts by
DFID’s fund managers to help raise project staff’s awareness of disability inclusion issues, but we also
found that most non-specialist CSOs do not yet have the experience required to perform consistently
well in this field.
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BRAC SPA II Annual Review 2018, DFID, 2018, draft, p. 2, unpublished.
Reported in The effects of DFID’s cash transfer programmes on poverty and vulnerability, ICAI, 2016, pp. 15-16, link.
Civil Society Partnership Review, DFID, November 2016, p. 6, link.
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Box 7: A missed opportunity to champion accountability towards the poor and people
affected by crises
In Bambasi refugee camp in Ethiopia, systems to ensure accountability towards the refugees who
lived there existed in name but did not work well in practice. At the time of our visit, funding shortfalls
and broken water pipes meant that refugees were lacking the very basics, including dry shelter and
clean water, the provision of which was a fraction of the Sphere minimum standards for life-saving
humanitarian aid.76 In addition, refugees were not informed about why they only received part of what
they were formally entitled to (like beans and a minimum of cash) and why so many of the camp’s
monthly distributions were delayed. Contacts with the host community were minimal, and refugees were
treated poorly in the nearby healthcare facilities that they were formally allowed to use.
Refugee camps provide the only context in Ethiopia in which the donor community, through CSOs, has
a large service delivery role, and therefore a measure of control over the accountability towards people
affected by adversity. By ensuring such accountability, the donor community would have set an example
which its multi-donor Ethiopia Social Accountability Programme could have used to showcase good
practice. Failure to do so means that the donor community has not practised what it promotes.

4.43 More generally, DFID’s ‘leave no one behind’ commitment remains a challenging one for DFID-funded
CSOs to work towards. This is not a new finding: when assessing UK Aid Direct projects that were
implemented before our review period, an external evaluation report found that these projects often
had a selective and superficial focus on the ‘leave no one behind’ commitment. CSOs often identified
very poor people, and designed work to benefit the groups they had identified, on the basis of
assumptions rather than evidence.77 Moreover, the strategies used to include disadvantaged groups
were often insufficient to overcome the various barriers to their participation.78 During our review
period, from May 2015 onwards, we saw groups that were overlooked in DFID-funded programming,
such as people at the bottom of the Yemeni caste system79 and older people in many of the projects.80
However, we also saw an overall improvement in projects’ attention to particularly hard-to-reach
groups over the course of the review period. This improvement was achieved in part because DFID
became clearer about its expectation that CSO partners contribute to the ‘leave no one behind’
commitment (see paragraph 4.6). For UK Aid Connect, which is the latest fund to become operational,
DFID included indicative outcome statements as a guide for programming interventions, and these are
clearly focused on leaving no one behind.
4.44 For funding managed by DFID’s country offices, adherence to the ‘leave no one behind’ commitment
was more consistent throughout the review period, and CSOs were better able to reach marginalised
groups. DFID’s in-country funding often targeted refugee communities, and within these communities
it often focused on specific vulnerable groups (we saw work done with refugees with disabilities in
Bangladesh, and with adolescent girl refugees in Ethiopia, for example). Other marginalised groups
that we saw receiving attention, and whose visibility increased as a consequence, were drug users,
ethnic minorities and women prisoners in Ethiopia, and women and children from the poorest rural
households in Bangladesh.
4.45 Although we recognise that further improvements are possible, we conclude that the projects in our
sample were achieving positive and sometimes life-changing or even life-saving results. In fragile
contexts, we found that CSOs were often the only organisations with the networks, grassroots
connections or humanitarian access needed to produce these results.
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The Sphere handbook, chapter 5, Water supply, sanitation and hygiene promotion, Sphere, 2018, link.
These observations are made in Global Poverty Action Fund Mid-Term Evaluation Report, Coffey, May 2014, p. ii, link; and in 2016 UK Aid Direct Evaluation
Report Final Version, Coffey, January 2016, p. 16, unpublished.
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examples … where special considerations or interventions were tailored to meet the particular needs of older people”. 2016 UK Aid Direct Evaluation Report
Final Version, Coffey, January 2016, p. 17, unpublished.
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The limitations of short project cycles are often offset by CSO commitment to long-term engagement
4.46 The extent to which projects in our sample have achieved or will achieve durable change has not been
evaluated, since DFID does not include a budget for ex-post evaluations in any of its project grants
or contracts.81 The few such evaluations that we have seen (see Box 5 for an example) were financed
by unrestricted funding, which DFID terminated in 2016. This means that we have had to base our
assessment of likely sustainability of results on project design and context.
4.47 In isolation, most projects in our sample are unlikely to achieve durable change, as the project duration
is generally too short to truly change systems and behaviour. An external 2016 evaluation concluded
that, in the pre-CSPR period, “delivering systemic change was also not always possible within project
lifetimes”,82 and preparatory documentation for the CSPR suggested that “longer term grants (5
years) strengthen sustainability through longer planning and relationships, and create stronger
organisations”. DFID has not followed up on these observations, and project cycles might even have
shortened during the course of the review period: we looked at the average project duration of one
large CSO’s total development projects portfolio and found that it had reduced from 40 months in
March 2016 to 30 months in September 2018.
4.48 However, most CSOs we reviewed are implementing their DFID-funded development projects as part
of wider efforts that collectively do seem capable of contributing to durable change. This is because
of a comparative advantage that sets CSOs apart from other key funding recipients: they often have
a long-term presence in their regions of operations, where they build on pre-existing trust, and use
financial sources and timeframes that go beyond DFID’s project funding.83 CSOs often further enhance
their chances of durable results by aligning their work with national strategies, in collaboration
with local authorities and through existing structures and facilities. Furthermore, DFID country
offices sometimes overcome some of the limitations of short project cycles by dividing long-term
development endeavours over a series of individual projects that collectively span a decade or more.
Grant making and contract award processes were almost always delayed, or even cancelled altogether
4.49 Whether arranged directly or via funding intermediaries, nearly all grants and contracts that were
concluded in our review period were delayed compared to the original timelines (see Box 8 for
illustrations and Box 9 for the main exception). This was the case for centrally managed funding
agreements as well as funding agreements managed by country offices. Delays were the norm for
individual project grants as well as for the next phases of longitudinal series of projects. Delays were
common for funding of all sizes, for CSOs of all types. Sometimes calls for proposals were cancelled
altogether, after CSOs had made considerable investment in developing proposals (see Box 10).

81.
82.
83.

Ex-post evaluations are conducted a few years after a programme’s closure. Such evaluations are meant to assess the sustainability of an investment’s results
and potentially lead to learning about what works in the longer term.
2016 UK Aid Direct Evaluation Report Final Version, Coffey, January 2016, p. 26, unpublished.
For example, Practical Action’s Pumpkins Against Poverty project had started five years before its UK Aid Match grant. When we gave a few examples of CSOs
incorporating temporary DFID funding into their longer-term plans, participating CSOs at one of our round tables confirmed that this was standard practice.
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Box 8: Examples of delays in grant making and contract award processes
Centrally managed funding
UK Aid Connect: the selection of winning bids was
originally scheduled for August 2017. DFID announced
successful consortia in December 2018.

UK Aid Direct, Round 2: the call for proposals was
issued in November 2016. The first agreements were
signed in January 2018.

Bangladesh
Manusher Jonno Foundation (MJF): grants to MJF partners ended in June 2017. The Hunger Project: SPADE I
When we visited MJF in September 2018, the impression was that the successor lasted until October 2016. SPADE
II started in December 2017.
project’s first disbursements to MJF partners would be made in January 2019.

Ethiopia
British Council: CSSP I ended in September 2016,
a bridging phase ended in September 2017, and
CSSP II started in August 2018. We visited local CSSP
implementers, who reported that there had been
no funding disbursements over the last three years,
and that delays in funding disbursements had been
common throughout CSSP I.

VNG: ESAP II was scheduled to finish in December 2015
but was extended to June 2016. At the time of our visit
in September 2018, ESAP III had not yet started. In the
period in between there was a ‘bridging phase’, the last
extension of which lasted until September 2018. At the
time of our visit, VNG’s Country Director hoped that
ESAP III would start in January 2019.

Box 9: The exception to the rule: DFID approved match funding to appeals of the Disasters
Emergency Committee within a day
The Disasters Emergency Committee (DEC) is an alliance of 14 UK CSOs to conduct joint fundraising
appeals in response to humanitarian crises. For protracted crises that fulfil its criteria, the DEC launches
its fundraising effort when such crises receive sudden media attention. This income-maximising strategy
was, for instance, used in December 2016 to raise money to address the humanitarian crisis in Yemen.
When media coverage of the humanitarian suffering caused by the civil war in Yemen provided a sudden
opportunity, DFID approved the DEC’s request for match funding within a day, and supported the
appeal’s visibility with public statements on the first and fifth day of the appeal. To avoid delays, DFID
and the DEC agreed to earmark the match funding for the four member organisations that had already
undergone DFID’s due diligence processes for their work in Yemen.
This speed was possible because of DFID’s relationship with the DEC, which is based on a template
Memorandum of Understanding rather than on proposals that are submitted in competitive funding
rounds.

4.50 Delays continued after grant agreements had been signed. For example, for UK Aid Match projects,
DFID’s own assessment was that “the inception phase and commencement of the project has, almost
universally, taken longer than expected”.84 These delays were often not within the control of DFID,
its intermediaries or the CSOs, as they were linked to issues such as political changes, government
approvals, the start of the school year and recruitment bottlenecks. However, many of these obstacles
could have been anticipated and incorporated in the planning.
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Annual Review: UK Aid Match 2013-16, DFID, October 2017, p. 14, link. This issue is also covered in our procurement review (Achieving value for money through
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27

Box 10: DFID sometimes cancelled its funding plans after CSOs had invested in concept
notes or proposals
In our review period, DFID cancelled several funding opportunities. Cancellation sometimes happened
after CSOs had invested considerable resources, for which DFID offered no compensation.
Examples include:
• Meeting the WASH 2020 Challenge
• Adolescent Girls and Young Women in the Democratic Republic of Congo
• Collective Action, Democratic Republic of Congo
• Tackling Maternal and Child Undernutrition programme in Zambia
• technical assistance to the Nepal Climate Change Support Programme (retendered nine months
later)
• the sixth round of Phase 1 of UK Aid Match.
Although DFID encourages its intermediaries to communicate funding decisions “with appreciation of
the perspective of the applicant reading the feedback”, DFID itself does not always communicate the
reasons for cancellation (or indeed the cancellation itself) in a clear, timely and courteous fashion. CSOs
that had submitted full proposals for a service delivery contract in Zambia received no communication
for four months after their proposal submission, and then a statement in which DFID merely said that “we
consider that it is no longer in the public interest to proceed with this procurement”.

Delays were mostly caused by weak management of discontinuity and poor process management
4.51 Delays were not limited to funding decisions. Evaluation contracts were generally delayed, as was
the transfer of UK Aid Match to a fund manager. Similarly, DFID’s internal and cross-departmental
conversations and policy development related to civil society (such as on civic space, the full cost
recovery model and the CSPR itself) have typically progressed more slowly than originally envisioned.
There appear to be two main reasons for these persistent delays: DFID’s weak management of
discontinuity and change, and poor process design and management within DFID and most of its
intermediaries.
4.52 There has been a lot of discontinuity in our review period. DFID has had three secretaries of state since
May 2015. There have been national elections in 2015 and 2017, as well as the EU referendum and the
subsequent Brexit negotiations. The safeguarding scandals abruptly added an unforeseen priority
to DFID’s CSO agenda. In Ethiopia, a new prime minister took power in April 2018 and expanded
civic space (enshrined in law as of February 2019), but Ethiopia also saw the highest number of newly
displaced people in any country. A large number of Rohingya arrived in Bangladesh, and a terrorist
attack in Dhaka turned Bangladesh into a non-family duty station in 2016, leading to immediate and
large changes in staff, as well as severe travel restrictions, for DFID and all other major donors.
4.53 Given such a volatile context, we would have expected to see DFID taking flexible and pragmatic
decisions to ensure continuity of the CSO operations it supported. This might have involved extending
some grants and contracts on their existing terms, where DFID’s rules on bridge funding allow for this,85
to buy time for a more considered response. Instead, DFID opted for long delays in launching projects
or moving between phases of programmes. Within ongoing programmes, elements that required
considerable staff investments on the side of DFID were neglected (see paragraph 4.59 for an example).
4.54 Not all delays were caused by external events: they were also down to weak process management.
Though DFID operates on the basis of Smart Rules, designed to introduce lean, effective processes,86
the processes we have seen were not always clear and formalised and this led, among other problems,
85.
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to convoluted engagement with CSOs. We saw nine versions of a single proposal, for example,
submitted in the course of six months, because the absence of a clear feedback process led different
staff members from a DFID intermediary to issue different – and sometimes conflicting – requests at
different times. In cases where processes had been formalised, they were sometimes unnecessarily
cumbersome. In the case of one programme, minor funding decisions required eight layers of
approval. These two examples are extreme versions of common problems. We saw very little evidence
of DFID developing streamlined, formalised and transparent processes with a clear critical path.87 As
a result, the department had very little ability to predict how long its own processes would take to
complete.
Poor communication, overly challenging timelines and poorly written bid documents reinforce a sense of
inequality in DFID-CSO partnerships
4.55 DFID’s weak process management was often exacerbated by poor communications with CSOs around
its funding processes. Timelines for funding rounds were not always communicated, and when they
were they often turned out to be incorrect. Information about delays was sometimes communicated
months after originally announced timelines had passed, in response to repeated questions.
4.56 Conversely, DFID did not tolerate delays on the side of CSOs, though it did sometimes extend the
original timelines after feedback that they were unrealistic. Even after extensions, there was usually
only around five to eight weeks between a call for proposals and the submission deadline.88 Our
evidence shows that this does not provide enough time for CSOs to prepare proposals in-house (which
is more affordable than engaging consultants), to consult people affected by poverty and disaster or,
for the largest proposals, to give the CSO leadership, including its trustees, enough time to fulfil their
oversight role (creating tension with DFID’s emphasis on accountability). We saw examples of time
allocated to prepare proposals being shorter than originally scheduled to compensate for delays on
DFID’s side, and of the proposal preparation period overlapping with a holiday season, placing further
pressure on the bidding CSOs.
4.57 Unclear, inconsistent and lengthy bidding documents also added to the pressure. A recent proposal
round for a series of commercial framework contracts (the International Multi-Disciplinary Programme,
or IMDP) had six weeks between the announcement and the submission timeline (extended from the
original four and a half weeks) and came with over 300 pages of documentation, without navigation
aids and with version control issues. Other requests to CSOs were often made with similarly challenging
timelines.
4.58 The combination of tight timelines for CSOs, and common delays and opaque communication on the
side of DFID and its intermediaries, has led to a level of disillusionment in CSOs about the nature of the
partnership.
Delays, discontinuity, unreliability and time pressure during the funding process have affected partner
CSOs’ overall results
4.59 The delays had practical consequences for the programmes that were funded, hampering their
efficiency and effectiveness. They commonly led to reduced first year outcomes and shortened project
cycles (sometimes but not always corrected in the form of project extensions), and they sometimes
caused disruption to time-bound interventions (such as programming linked to the agricultural cycle
or that needed to be completed before the wet season). Delays in renewing grants for long-term,
multi-phase programmes caused a loss of continuity and diminished impact. There was only one
instance in our sample of a new phase starting on time, at the completion of the previous phase. DFID
caused discontinuity even in that case, as the approval for the latter phase was granted only weeks
before the end of the former one, and by that time the organisations had planned their exits and staff
had moved on.
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4.60 Delays and long periods of uncertainty affected human resource and other planning, drained initial
momentum and excitement, took considerable senior leadership time away from other strategic
issues, and caused uncertainty and nervousness among programme staff, leadership and CSO boards.
The uncertainty and delays were particularly challenging for organisations that employ people with
skills that are in high demand, such as healthcare professionals and experienced humanitarians. We
saw several instances where such staff moved on to organisations able to offer more certainty. Among
organisations that depend on DFID funding,89 the delays further intensified the income volatility that
characterises the development and humanitarian sectors, and that was already more pronounced
because of the consolidation of funding streams (see paragraph 4.59 above).
4.61 The effects of weak process management and weak management of discontinuity during the funding
process have delayed and impacted the effectiveness of DFID-funded projects. For the CSOs that
are most dependent on UK funding (typically UK members of international confederations that are
not permitted to fundraise outside of the UK), these delays have been a distraction throughout the
organisations’ hierarchy.
Once CSOs start implementing DFID-funded projects, DFID is a supportive donor
4.62 When CSOs reflected on their relations with DFID during project implementation, they were largely
positive. CSOs see DFID as an engaged donor that is at the forefront of thinking in thematic areas such
as sexual and reproductive health and girls’ education. They find some of DFID’s guidance (on gender
and value for money, for example) to be useful, sometimes also drawing on it for work that is not DFIDfunded.
4.63 Both in our country visits and in the UK, CSOs said that the predetermined milestones of DFID’s
results framework often stood in the way of responding flexibly to changing circumstances but that,
depending on personalities, DFID and its intermediaries did sometimes allow for flexibility when
this was clearly needed. Our CSO respondents were often similarly positive about DFID’s funding
intermediaries: they were generally seen as engaged, responsive, knowledgeable, reasonable in their
expectations and trustworthy, and some of them played a useful mentoring role.90 The multilateral
agencies were the exception: they were often seen as aloof, slow, bureaucratic and unreasonable in
their reporting and other requirements.
4.64 CSOs were positive about their relations with DFID country offices, once projects had reached their
implementation stage. The feedback was particularly positive in Bangladesh, even though a terrorist
attack in Dhaka had reduced DFID’s presence to skeleton staffing for much of the review period.91 They
mentioned the length and strength of their relations, and the generally helpful attitude of DFID staff.
They appreciated DFID’s project site visits and found that DFID provided constructive suggestions that
helped overcome implementation challenges. They mentioned that DFID interventions had helped
them overcome operational obstacles in Cox’s Bazar, and that DFID had successfully intervened
when public authorities instructed one CSO to terminate its operations. CSOs that focus on hard-toreach groups often said that DFID Bangladesh is a natural and engaged partner and ally. In Ethiopia,
the feedback was more varied (probably due to much of DFID funding going through multi-donor
channels, which limits direct contacts), but some grantees saw DFID as more pragmatic and flexible
than some of the other donors.
It is not clear that the risk-averse, behind-the-scenes country office approaches to declining civic space
are achieving results, but DFID does provide practical support to CSOs
4.65 Identifying what works to prevent a decline in civic space is not straightforward: lessons from the
literature on the issue are limited, while national circumstances differ widely and the causal link
between external interventions and changes in civic space is long and hard to identify. Neither DFID
89.
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nor the FCO is currently tracking its interventions in a manner that would allow for an assessment of
their effectiveness. It is therefore not known if, for example, the influencing work of the UK and the
broader donor community has contributed to the recent positive developments in Ethiopia’s civic
space (where the February 2019 CSO law removes many of the obstacles that CSOs have faced in the
review period)92 and, if so, what lessons the UK could learn from this.
4.66 In the absence of central guidance, the nature of DFID’s approach to bolstering civic space differed
across country offices. Our review of DFID’s governance work in Uganda found that DFID had taken
an ad hoc rather than a strategic approach to declining civic space in Uganda, based on following up
on problems experienced by individual CSOs.93 Conversely, DFID Bangladesh, in collaboration with the
FCO, adopted a more deliberate, long-term, multi-layered and strategic approach, in Cox’s Bazar and
elsewhere, and is monitoring the changing environment in real time so as to remain relevant.
4.67 Our analysis of country-specific DFID responses do show one commonality: the approach is risk-averse.
DFID would like to see civic space expand in Ethiopia and Bangladesh, but it is not the UK’s first priority
in either country. DFID will not venture into work that might risk the broader suite of UK interests in
these countries. One inevitable consequence is a selective approach towards civic space influencing
work: like most other donors, DFID Ethiopia will not risk public confrontations on politically sensitive
issues such as LGBT+ rights, or the suppression of civil liberties in the Somali region of Ethiopia, and
DFID Bangladesh’s response to extrajudicial killings and disappearances in Bangladesh has been muted.
Similarly, DFID does not stand in the way of state control by, for example, providing civil society actors
with technical means that lower the risk of surveillance when communicating online using social
networks. Instead, DFID and the FCO lobby against further restrictions quietly, and behind the scenes,
and DFID uses non-confrontational programming approaches. This includes trust-building work
between CSOs and public authorities, which assumes that government action to limit civic space is
caused by a lack of trust, rather than a political choice.
4.68 Within these limits, DFID has provided strong practical support to CSOs, even when their operating
environments became more difficult. This was the case in Cox’s Bazar before the recent arrival of
Rohingya refugees, and in Ethiopia after legislation limited the fundraising options and operational
freedoms of CSOs. Within the limits of the law, DFID’s support has also helped CSOs to deal with new
requirements (including by repackaging programmes to increase their acceptability) and to raise their
awareness of opportunities, including practical advice, for instance pointing CSOs to government
officials who were sympathetic to CSOs and able to support them.
The UK government has not been central to international efforts to stop the global decline in civic space,
with the exception of the issue of CSO access to banking services
4.69 In the review period, DFID and other parts of the UK government participated in various national and
global forums and working groups on the protection or expansion of civic space. However, all external
observers we talked to noted that this is a field where donors in general were risk-averse and the UK’s
role was modest (and some said absent or uncollaborative). These external specialists also noted that,
since US President Barack Obama left office in 2017, there had been a global leadership vacuum in
this field.94 As a result, progress has been slow and limited in most areas related to civic space. DFID’s
November 2017 list of ‘achievements’ in this field consists of outputs such as a piece of research, a
round table and an ‘options paper’, but not of actual successes in halting or reversing the decline in
civic space.95
4.70 The one exception we saw is related to the UK government’s role in the design and application of
international financial regulation. Governments have often used the 2001 ‘Recommendations on
Terrorist Financing’ of a global task force96 as a pretext to restrict civic space.97 Recommendation
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The name of the law is “Civil Society Proclamation 1113/2019” (not yet available online at the time of writing).
DFID’s governance work in Nepal and Uganda, ICAI, 2018, p. i, link.
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Restricted Civic Freedom GOSAC policy delivery options, DFID, 30 November 2017, p. 1, unpublished.
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8 asked countries to “review the adequacy of laws and regulations that relate to entities that can
be abused for the financing of terrorism” and noted that “non-profit organisations are particularly
vulnerable, and countries should ensure that they cannot be misused”.98 The UK government, led by the
Charity Commission, played a significant global influencing role that eventually led to a modification
of this recommendation in June 2016. The new recommendation does not consider all non-profit
organisations to be “particularly vulnerable” and instead refers to “non-profit organisations which the
country has identified as being vulnerable to terrorist financing abuse”. The new recommendation asks
for “focused and proportionate measures”.99 This revision amounts to a significant influencing success,
and the UK government role therein has been considerable and traceable.
4.71 The original recommendation also contributed to a process of ‘de-risking’, whereby banks withdraw
their services from fragile areas to avoid inadvertently violating international rules. This continued even
after the global task force modified its recommendation.
4.72 In the UK, DFID has been part of a ‘trisector working group’ on de-risking, in which different parts of
the UK government, as well as CSOs and banks, are represented.100 This working group has enjoyed
some success in addressing the issue within the UK, even if progress is slow and work is sometimes
delayed – most recently because work on safeguarding took priority. The UK government has
promoted this set-up in international forums, as it was unique in the world and goes some way to
dealing with the potentially conflicting policy agendas on financial stability, counter-terrorism and
inclusive international development.
4.73 The UK has not yet made a strong international contribution to the issue of de-risking. This may
change, however, because in October 2018 DFID announced that it considered de-risking to be a
“critical financial development and humanitarian issue”, a “critical issue for DFID”, and something that
the UK, as a global financial capital and a leading international development actor, was “well-placed to
influence”.101 ICAI will continue to follow the developments in this area.
Conclusions on effectiveness
4.74 DFID and most of its funding intermediaries have been supportive, if somewhat inflexible, during the
implementation phase of CSO projects, and almost all CSO projects in our sample have been delivering
results that improved and sometimes saved lives. CSOs delivered these results through direct service
delivery as well as by holding authorities – from the leadership teams of schools to various levels of
government – to account. The best results were achieved in areas where CSOs have long-standing
experience and clarity on what works, such as in awareness-raising and service delivery in fields such
as education and sexual and reproductive health. Results were more mixed in newer areas, such as the
inclusion of people with disability and the engagement of people affected by poverty and disaster in all
stages of the projects that aim to support and empower them.
4.75 CSOs maximised their chances of achieving durable change by aligning their projects with national
development strategies, embedding them in plans with longer timeframes and larger budgets, and
implementing them in collaboration with local authorities and through existing structures and facilities.
The DFID country offices in Bangladesh and Ethiopia further enhanced the chances of sustained
success by providing support to long-term development efforts with the sequencing of individual
projects that collectively spanned a decade or more.
4.76 While we saw plenty of evidence that CSOs were delivering effective development and humanitarian
interventions with DFID funds, we were less convinced that DFID’s funding practices had enhanced
their effectiveness. DFID’s weak management of discontinuity and the poor process management
of both DFID and most of its funding intermediaries have hampered the delivery of results. These
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weaknesses led to unreliable and unpredictable donor behaviour in the stages before project
implementation, with insufficient communication around timelines and an inability to stick to them.
This, together with the unnecessarily pressurised demands on CSOs, have affected the first year
results of many DFID-funded projects, and the collective results of endeavours that relied on multiple
phases of DFID funding. For those CSOs that are most dependent on UK funding, DFID’s unreliable
and unpredictable behaviour has distracted staff and leadership to the extent that it has affected their
overall performance.
4.77 We saw evidence of the UK doing useful work in relation to civic space in both Bangladesh and Ethiopia,
and CSOs found DFID’s practical support helpful at local levels. However, DFID’s overall influencing and
programming work in this field has been slow, limited and unguided by a clear DFID-wide approach.
Without a clearer and more rigorous approach that is actioned with a greater sense of urgency, the UK
government, together with an equally risk-averse international donor community, is unlikely to reverse
this global process of declining civic space.
4.78 As a result of the important and, in many cases, largely avoidable shortcomings found in this review, we
have given an amber-red score for the effectiveness of DFID’s CSO partnership approach to achieve
better development results and a stronger civil society sector.

Learning and innovation: How well does DFID promote learning and innovation in its
partnerships with CSOs?
DFID has been slow to fill gaps in the knowledge needed to design its funding instruments
4.79 In 2015, DFID reviewed its restricted grants, unrestricted grants, commercial contracts and match
funding, and found that “it was not possible to say one funding type delivers better [value for money]
than another”.102 There were knowledge gaps within individual instruments as well: the UK Aid Direct
assumption that support to small CSOs encourages innovation and provides good value for money, and
the UK Aid Match assumption that match funding strengthens the UK public’s support for UK Aid, had
not yet been substantiated.
4.80 At the start of our review period, DFID was planning to commission research and evaluations that would
gain insight into these issues. Other knowledge gaps that DFID had identified at that time included “the
added value of centrally funded CSO projects rather than funding from country offices; the optimum
characteristics of competitive challenge fund type arrangements; the extent to which UK Aid Direct
contributes to building capacity in funded organisations; … and the advantages and disadvantages of
“open” and thematic funding rounds”.103
4.81 However, DFID delayed work to fill these knowledge gaps, and no research or evaluations on these
issues has yet been conducted.104 We did see DFID-commissioned research in a range of other fields
related to its CSO work, such as on civic space,105 civil society in major emerging national economies,106
and CSOs supporting accountability in cash transfer programming.107 We also saw research products
that are not specific to civil society but do, by their nature, have a strong CSO component – such as
research on what works in relation to ending female genital mutilation108 and in adolescent-focused
interventions.109
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We saw evidence of DFID learning from its own experience and from other stakeholders
4.82 Not all learning requires formal research and evaluation, and we found examples of DFID incorporating
lessons from its previous experience and from its engagement with CSOs and other stakeholders.
Some of this learning was through informal mechanisms (for example DFID using the same technical
consultants for different programmes). There was also deliberate and systematic learning, using
sources and informants that were appropriate to the issue at hand. For example, DFID:
•

conducted an internal learning exercise in preparation for its recruitment of a fund manager for
UK Aid Match

•

developed its cost transparency model using input from a DFID-CSO working group

•

developed its 2018-22 National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security with active
engagement with and learning from CSOs

•

sought feedback on UK Aid Connect design from the International Development Group (a group
of donor countries, previously called the International Donor Group).

4.83 At the time of writing this report, DFID’s Civil Society Department has designed a ‘civil society learning
journey’ to share mechanisms of working with civil society partners and challenges and advantages
inherent in collaborative partnerships across DFID and between cadres and countries.
4.84 Some of DFID’s funding intermediaries actively used CSO feedback to learn and adapt. The clearest
example of this was the fund manager of UK Aid Direct and UK Aid Match, which used CSO feedback to
improve upon its role as a fund manager, and kept CSOs informed about these improvements through
regular reports that were titled: You said, we listen.
4.85 In country offices, DFID participated in the learning events of programmes it funds, and we saw
evidence of new phases of multi-phase projects using learning from previous phases. In Bangladesh,
we saw a lot of evidence of DFID’s real-time learning about changes in the Bangladeshi operational
context, which enabled DFID to play the supportive role mentioned in paragraph 4.64.
DFID supports good quality learning events and processes, but practical impact on the quality of
programming is difficult to find
4.86 DFID’s shift to project-based funding has closed some learning avenues (such as the one described
in Box 5). However, DFID and its funding intermediaries funded and facilitated many other learning
systems, processes and face-to-face and online events. We saw national and international gatherings,
thematic working groups and communities of practice (with and without DFID participation), crossCSO and other monitoring visits, webinars and masterclasses, videos, case studies, recommended
reading and CSO- and DFID-produced papers that capture learning and are given visibility in sharing
events.
4.87 Investments in learning were generally proportionate to the nature of the funding instruments.
Instruments that mostly funded projects that were grounded in established good practice required
only modest learning interventions. Instruments that worked with and through small local CSOs often
invested in learning events and other activities that helped the partners by identifying and sharing
good practices. This was the case for the Civil Society Support Programme in Ethiopia (£14 million over
three and a half years for the first phase) and for the Manusher Jonno Foundation £26 million over
four years) and PROKAS (£29 million over six years) in Bangladesh (see Annex 1 for brief descriptions
of these programmes). Instruments with an explicit focus on innovation were typically designed to
capture real-time learning. This was the case for Start Bangladesh (£10 million over four years), an
innovative DFID-funded initiative that disburses money to CSOs in just a few days in response to
small-scale disasters, and that invested heavily in its own learning, through peer reviews and regular
meetings. In a similar spirit, Bangladeshi CSO BRAC’s ambitious organisational change process, which
includes a transition to becoming almost entirely self-financed, is accompanied by an active crossorganisational learning process that is co-financed by DFID.
34

4.88 UK Aid Connect, the most recent of DFID’s funding instruments, is also investing heavily in real-time
learning. The instrument is designed to support learning by doing, and its projects have elaborate
learning plans built into them. They are designed to generate rigorous evidence and promote wider
learning around innovative development solutions. We also noted positive interactions between UK Aid
Connect and DFID policy staff. These UK Aid Connect projects have only just started so it is too early to
assess results.
4.89 Over the review period, UK Aid Direct has become better at capturing project data through improved
reporting (which had been an early weakness of the instrument). The fund manager has used this for
monitoring and reporting purposes but has not yet gone further to aggregate and analyse the data and
use it to inform learning about what does and does not work.
4.90 Overall, the CSOs we interviewed generally valued the learning efforts of DFID and its intermediaries,
both centrally and in-country. However, when pressed for examples, much of the learning appeared to
centre around helping grantees meet DFID’s demanding terms and conditions of funding. Stakeholders
were unable to offer many examples of learning around the substance of programming. We saw
limited evidence of lessons on what works being absorbed across grantees or between CSO funding
instruments. There are various possible explanations for this: learning events may be used to showcase
project successes rather than stimulate discussions that facilitate the absorption of learning,110 preset
plans and results frameworks may limit the application of learning,111 and the uncertain funding
environment for CSOs forces them to focus on financial challenges rather than learning.
4.91 As a result, while there is ample evidence that DFID has promoted quality learning events and
processes, concrete examples of practical learning at the programming level are difficult to identify. In
part, this may be because results of learning are diffuse and long-term.
Some of DFID’s innovative funding mechanisms are potentially transformational
4.92 Most DFID funding in the review period used established project-based funding modalities, but DFID
also used a few innovative funding mechanisms. For example in Bangladesh, Start Bangladesh and the
BRAC-DFID-DFAT ‘Knowledge Partnership’ are new mechanisms that are potentially transformational.
4.93 The Start Fund is a largely DFID-funded initiative112 in which member CSOs can request rapid financing
for sudden small- to medium-scale crises with low visibility, and for spikes in chronic humanitarian
crises. The global Start Fund is innovative, and so is its first national version, which was established in
Bangladesh, where seasonal flooding generates a need for regular humanitarian response and where
there is a well-developed CSO sector able to operationalise such a fund. In both cases, funds are
approved by the member CSOs themselves, within a few days. It is the only fund of its type in operation
and its response time is unmatched in the humanitarian field. In addition to funding, DFID supports the
Start Fund’s efforts to increase its visibility with potential donors, to help diversify the funding base.
4.94 The Knowledge Partnership is part of the five-year strategic partnership between BRAC, DFID and
the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, to which DFID contributes £223 million. The partnership
marks an important break in the conventional practice whereby donors attempt to transfer knowledge
and expertise to their grant recipients. In this case, it is assumed that the learning will go in both
directions.
4.95 So far, the principle of mutual learning between BRAC and DFID has not been put into practice. A staff
reduction in DFID Bangladesh following a terrorist attack meant that there was little time to invest in
learning. A planned ‘BRAC week’ in which DFID could learn from BRAC’s experience of responding in
an agile manner in a volatile context has not yet materialised. This idea of mutual learning with CSOs is
nonetheless an important one, with the potential to strengthen DFID’s management of discontinuity
and its technical approach to areas of its programming, such as social norm change and reaching
marginalised groups.
110.
111.
112.

This was one of the conclusions of the final evaluation of the CSSP programme in Ethiopia – see Ethiopia ; final evaluation, Nedico, November 2016, p. 4,
unpublished.
This is a limitation that was highlighted in an independent evaluation at the start of the review period as well in the 2016 UK Aid Direct Evaluation Report Final
Version, Coffey, January 2016, p. 31, unpublished.
Other and smaller donors are the EU, Irish Aid, the government of the Netherlands and the Ikea Foundation.
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DFID funds innovation but during the review period it did not have processes in place for recognising and
promoting successes
4.96 DFID defines innovation as “a new solution with the transformative ability to accelerate impact”.113
Developing innovative work is often more expensive than following established practice, in terms of
impact per unit of spend. This is because innovative projects necessarily have a higher failure rate,
and because the process of experimenting and monitoring results is itself costly. Innovation is good
value for money only if successes are identified, scaled up and replicated, so as to influence wider
development practice.
4.97 One effort to replicate success was supported by IDEO.org’s ‘Amplify’.114 This project received £10.1
million over five and a half years to assist with the scale-up of successful innovations in fields such as
refugee education and disability inclusion. The initiative we saw – ‘WeLoveReading’ 115 – came from a
Jordanian organisation called Taghyeer. Taghyeer helps refugee children learn to love reading through
an informal network of learning hubs. Following early success in a Jordanian refugee camp (which was
not DFID-funded), Amplify designed a brand, a suite of training tools, a service model and a partnership
strategy for Taghyeer to deploy the intervention quickly through partnerships with organisations
working in any refugee setting.
4.98 Within our sample, there were no other examples of DFID investing in successful, replicable innovative
solutions.116 As discussed above, DFID’s approach to value for money does not facilitate innovative
programming, even though several funding instruments have an innovation window. We saw examples
of innovative work within our sample projects, but most of this was local innovation, which is the use
of an existing intervention in an area where it had not previously been tried. None of it was using new
developments in technology, even though the then secretary of state said, in her foreword to the CSPR,
that technological advances “provide huge opportunities for CSOs – and I want the UK to be in the lead
in seizing them”.117
4.99 DFID and its funding intermediaries are not well set up to recognise and follow up on successful
innovation. They do not systematically recognise innovation and collate information about its results.
CSOs told us that the bulk of effort goes towards reporting and compliance requirements, rather than
conversations about what could usefully happen next, in terms of replication and scale-up. We saw
examples of past innovations that remained underused, for instance when DFID did not follow up on
several examples of successful innovations identified in an external evaluation of UK Aid Direct.118
4.100 DFID’s relationship with BRAC in Bangladesh provides an example of the department actively engaging
with a CSO to pursue a successful innovation (see Box 11). In this case, DFID provided part of the initial
pilot funding and then continued to fund replication, adaptation and scale-up of the model within
Bangladesh (also by other organisations), and independent assessments of the results achieved.
However, DFID has not yet fully used its influence to support BRAC’s efforts to do the same outside of
Bangladesh. The model is included as a ‘great buy’ in DFID’s chief economist’s overview of ‘best buys in
development’.119

113.
114.
115.
116.
117.
118.

119.

The definition is adopted by DFID but originates from the International Development Innovation Alliance, link.
IDEO.org, Amplify programme, link.
WeLoveReading website, link.
DFID also contributes to a number of multi-donor programmes with innovation objectives, including the International Development Innovation Alliance, the
Global Innovation Fund, the Humanitarian Innovation Fund and the Humanitarian Grand Challenge. We did not review these programmes.
Civil Society Partnership Review, DFID, November 2016, p. 6, link. Our sample is likely to be representative, and DFID could provide no examples from outside
of our sample when we asked for them. We did see several examples of ICT-based innovation from the period before our review period.
Coffey highlighted a number of successful innovations in the Global Poverty Action Fund Mid-Term Evaluation Report, Coffey, May 2014, link (such as new
communication techniques to encourage breastfeeding, the use of a low-cost dark sensory room to provide a range of different sensory experiences for
children with visual problems and the use of volunteers for house-to-house HIV testing, which eliminated the stigma of going to a clinic).
Executive Committee Paper, Rachel Glennerster and Charlotte Watts, DFID, p. 9, unpublished.
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Box 11: BRAC’s model to reach the poorest women in rural communities
Between 1972 and 2002, BRAC’s work in rural Bangladesh benefited large numbers of people. However,
its efforts had limited or only temporary results for the poorest members of rural communities, as its
interventions could not overcome the many interrelated obstacles that kept these people poor. In a
2002 pilot that was co-funded by DFID,120 BRAC targeted the poorest women of rural communities with
a combination of asset grants (such as livestock, where BRAC also provided animal vaccinations, fodder
and corrugated tin for housing), small cash transfers, food supplements, awareness-raising around issues
ranging from hygiene to family planning, basic healthcare services, entrepreneurial training and frequent
coaching. This multifaceted support model has been evaluated repeatedly, and evidence confirms that
the majority of the targeted women managed to make lasting improvements to their situation. Over the
review period, BRAC and many other organisations have been adapting and trialling this model to befit a
range of other country contexts.121

4.101 We conclude that DFID has some track record of funding successful innovations, but that it is not yet
clear that its funding during the review period has produced replicable and scalable innovative models.
DFID could also do more to identify and follow up on the successes its funding has contributed to. UK
Aid Connect, which is just coming on stream, looks better prepared to pursue innovation goals. We will
follow its progress once it is up and running.
Conclusions on learning and innovation
4.102 We find that DFID has not been proactively filling the knowledge gaps in the design of its CSO
partnerships and funding instruments, even though these gaps were acknowledged before the
beginning of our review period. However, there are examples of useful research on civil society-related
thematic areas. We saw evidence of active learning in a range of areas, with DFID incorporating lessons
from previous experience and from its engagement with CSOs and other stakeholders.
4.103 DFID and its funding intermediaries have funded and facilitated a range of learning systems, processes
and events. We found that these initiatives were generally well designed and proportionate to the
nature of the projects being funded. We found less evidence that the results of learning were applied
to programming. This is partly due to the organisational pressures on CSOs in a difficult funding
environment. It is likely, however, that the learning efforts have contributed to gradual shifts in
programming practice in fields such as disability inclusion and accountability towards people affected
by crisis and poverty.
4.104 Most of DFID’s funding modalities are well established, but we also saw a few innovative funding
mechanisms with the potential for transformative impact. At the programme level, DFID has
created some funding windows for innovation, but its funding approach does not generally facilitate
innovation. We saw a few examples of successful innovation that were identified and scaled up or
replicated, but also examples that were not. We find that DFID and its funding intermediaries are not
well set up to identify successful innovations, partly because of the high level of attention given to
compliance processes.
4.105 Overall, we find some of DFID’s efforts to promote learning and innovation in its civil partnerships to be
credible. But due to the lack of learning to fill knowledge gaps on funding types before setting up new
central funding instruments, and insufficient sharing and uptake of learning and innovations, we have
given DFID an amber-red score in this area.

120.
121.

Other donors were CIDA, the European Commission, Oxfam Novib and WFP.
An early comparative assessment is A Multifaceted Program Causes Lasting Progress for the Very Poor: Evidence from Six Countries, Abhijit Banerjee et al,
Science 348, no. 6236, May 2015, link.
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5 Conclusions & recommendations
Conclusions
5.1 We have awarded DFID an amber-red score for its partnerships with civil society organisations (CSOs).
5.2 DFID has a clear and consistent view on the role and potential value of CSOs in the humanitarian and
development sectors. However, some of the assumptions underpinning its practices have not yet been
substantiated and there is an insufficiently robust effort to localise development practice. Moreover,
within the parameters of DFID’s CSO funding instruments, CSOs largely function as implementers of
short projects with standardised predetermined results frameworks. The Civil Society Partnership
Review (CSPR) goal to “build a diverse, resilient and effective civil society sector and a supportive
operating environment” does not sit comfortably within DFID’s funding approach, as it allows CSOs
limited opportunity for self-driven capacity development and adaptation to the evolving contexts in
which they operate.
5.3 The consolidation of DFID’s funding instruments, combined with individually sensible but collectively
overburdening requirements and the unnecessarily high investment of time and effort required to
develop funding proposals, pose additional challenges for CSOs. This risks leading to inefficiencies
within the CSO system, with staff time concentrated too much on applying for DFID funding rather
than delivering effective and innovative programmes for beneficiaries. These additional burdens are
particularly disruptive because they have come at a time of uncertainty for UK CSOs around EU funding
and the continuing shrinking of global civic space.
5.4 At country level we saw some useful work to maintain and expand civic space, but DFID’s overall
influencing and programming work in this field has been slow, limited and unguided by a clear
department-wide approach. Without a clearer and more rigorous approach and a greater sense of
urgency, the UK government is unlikely to contribute to reverting this global process of declining civic
space – particularly considering the lack of leadership and willingness to take risks on this issue within
the donor community as a whole.
5.5 Once CSOs reached their project implementation phase, DFID and most of its funding intermediaries
have been supportive. In some cases, this helped CSOs deliver results that improved and sometimes
saved lives. CSOs maximised the value of projects by aligning them with national development
strategies, embedding them in their longer timeframes and larger plans (helped by DFID country
offices, which often sequenced individual projects to collectively span a decade or more), and
implementing them in collaboration with local authorities and through existing structures. However,
DFID’s weak handling of disruptive events, and the poor process management of both DFID and most
of its funding intermediaries, led to unreliable and unpredictable donor behaviour in the stages before
project implementation, with insufficient communication around timelines and an inability to stick to
them. This, together with the unnecessarily pressurised demands on CSOs, has affected the results of
many DFID-funded projects.
5.6 We saw a few innovative funding mechanisms with the potential for transformative impact, for which
DFID could now maximise global visibility and buy-in. But at the programme level, DFID’s funding
approach does not generally facilitate innovation, and we find that DFID and its funding intermediaries
are not well set up to identify innovation successes. This is in part because of the high level of attention
given to compliance processes.
5.7 Overall, we find DFID’s efforts to promote learning in its civil society partnerships to be credible,
providing a good basis for further development. DFID learned actively and often systematically, using
lessons from previous experience and from its engagement with CSOs and other stakeholders. DFID
also commissioned useful research on CSO-related themes. However, DFID has not filled obvious
knowledge gaps in the assumptions that underpin the design of its CSO partnerships and funding
instruments. DFID and its funding intermediaries have funded and facilitated a range of learning
systems, processes and events. We found that these initiatives were generally well designed and
proportionate to the nature of the projects being funded. We found less evidence that the results of
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learning were applied to programming. This is partly due to the organisational pressures on CSOs in a
difficult funding environment. It is likely, however, that the learning efforts have contributed to gradual
shifts in programming practice in fields such as disability inclusion and accountability towards people
affected by crisis and poverty.

Recommendations
Recommendation 1: DFID should fill gaps in the knowledge needed to optimise the design of its central funding
instruments.
Problem statements
•

DFID has identified, but not done enough to fill, key knowledge gaps in its approach to funding CSOs
through central funds. These include:
•

the value for money of different CSO funding approaches (such as restricted grants,
unrestricted grants, commercial contracts, match funding) for particular types of CSO work

•

the added value of centrally managed funding compared with funding managed by country
offices

•

the advantages and drawbacks of open versus thematic funding rounds

•

the extent to which exposure to aid-funded activities causes people in the UK to be favourably
disposed towards, and engaged with, the UK’s aid programme

•

the extent to which small and medium-sized CSOs are likely to be innovative, connected to
communities and able to achieve lasting impact.

Recommendation 2: Throughout DFID’s central and in-country portfolios, the process towards funding
agreements should be more efficient, predictable, reliable and transparent, and should allow CSOs sufficient
time to develop proposals.
Problem statements
•

In the stages before project implementation, weaknesses in process management, management of
discontinuity, and communication with CSOs have led to inefficient, unreliable and unpredictable
donor behaviour, regular and often lengthy delays, and unnecessary costs for CSOs.

•

Delays in DFID processes often compromise the first year results of DFID-funded projects, and the
collective results of programmes relying on multiple phases of DFID funding.

•

In DFID’s funding rounds, CSOs typically have between five and eight weeks to prepare and submit
their proposals. In combination with mid-process changes in bidding documentation, this leaves
insufficient time for the more complex project proposals to consult people affected by poverty
and disaster. It also necessitates the use of external proposal writers, and leaves insufficient time
for quality assurance and oversight by CSO leadership. The result is a reduction in proposal quality,
an increase in their development costs, and compromises in the CSOs’ internal accountability
processes.

•

For CSOs that are most dependent on UK funding, DFID’s unreliable and unpredictable behaviour
absorbs a significant amount of management attention, to the detriment of programming.

Recommendation 3: Throughout its central and in-country portfolios, DFID should have a stronger focus on
the long-term results of its CSO-implemented programmes, the localisation of development and humanitarian
efforts, and its CSO partners’ long-term capacity to deliver relevant results in evolving contexts.
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Problem statements
•

DFID’s funding and capacity-building efforts are not sufficiently geared towards the long-term goal
of locally led development and humanitarian work (the localisation agenda).

•

DFID funding is project-based and usually relatively short-term. This limits the extent to which CSOs
are able to achieve sustainable results, particularly for the most marginalised groups.

•

DFID does not test the durability of project results by funding ex-post assessments.

Recommendation 4: DFID should do more to encourage CSO-led innovation, and to recognise and promote
the uptake of innovation successes.
Problem statements
•

DFID’s funding approach is geared towards CSOs delivering tried and tested services and
interventions in stable environments. It is insufficiently flexible, risk-taking and otherwise conducive
to the creation and uptake of innovation.

•

A few DFID-funded programme innovations could potentially be scaled up, replicated and adapted
to befit different contexts, but DFID and its funding intermediaries are not well set up to identify and
fully use successful innovations.

•

While there are examples of successful innovation within its CSO partnerships, DFID could do more
to maximise their visibility to relevant audiences.

Recommendation 5: DFID should provide a guiding framework for country offices on how to analyse and
respond to closing civic space within a national context, and work with other UK government departments to
agree a joint approach to addressing the decline of civic space at the international level.
Problem statements
•

Globally and in many of DFID’s priority countries, civic space continues to decline (with the notable
exception of Ethiopia).

•

DFID and the wider UK government do not have a clear set of priorities, objectives or approaches in
relation to the global decline of civic space.

•

DFID does not yet offer a guiding framework that helps country offices to analyse and respond to
closing civic space, and country approaches range from ad hoc and responsive to proactive and
strategic. There is evidence of demand for such guidance.
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Annex 1 Projects in our sample
Programme or funding
instrument

Location

Implementing
organisation

Total DFID
contribution to
programme or
instrument

Budget for project

Type of
grantee

Project's
timeframe

Pillar 3, for the Rohingya crisis:
Regular: £895,000
Phase 1: £1 million
Phase 2: £2 million
Phase 3: £1.8 million
Phase 4: £10 million for a consortium
with ACF as lead agency (budget for
ACF is £3,429,057)

Second
tier (direct
grantee is
UNOPS)

Apr 2017 Mar 2019

In-country sample

Strengthening
Humanitarian
Preparedness
and Response in
Bangladesh

Bangladesh

Action Against
Hunger
(ACF)

£175 million

Description: The project focused on delivering improvements in disaster preparedness and response and provided predictable support to
Rohingya refugees and vulnerable refugee hosting communities.
Bangladesh Education
Development
Programme

Bangladesh

Ashroy
Foundation

£120 million

£4.59 million for the CAMPE
component, of which Ashroy was
one of eight implementing partners

Second
tier (direct
grantee is
CAMPE)

No
timeframe
provided

Description: This project supported inclusive and equitable primary education systems in Khulna District, with the aim of strengthening
children's effective and relevant child-friendly learning. The work of the Ashroy Foundation was part of CAMPE, which itself was part of a £10
million technical assistance component that accompanied a £110 million programme of financial aid to the Third Primary Education Sector
Programme.
Strategic Partnership
Arrangement II
between BRAC, DFID
and DFAT

Bangladesh

BRAC

£223 million

£224.5 million

Direct
grantee

Apr 2016 Mar 2021

Description: The agreement provides unrestricted funding to BRAC's development programmes to improve access to quality basic services
(health, education, water and sanitation); to help the poorest and most marginalised people across the whole of Bangladesh graduate from
extreme poverty; to support inclusive growth and to help build effective formal and informal institutions. The unrestricted funding is also used to
support BRAC's organisational development.

Strengthening Political
Participation Phase 2

Bangladesh

The Hunger
Project

£16.2 million

No details provided

Consortium
partner
(consortium
lead is IFAS)

Jan 2017 Mar 2021

Description: The project seeks to increase the number of peacebuilding events with the aim of reducing the country's tolerance of violence.

Strengthening
Humanitarian
Preparedness
and Response in
Bangladesh

Bangladesh

"International
Rescue
Committee
(IRC)"

£175 million

Direct funding: £555,654
Indirect funding, through ACF, for
Phase IV: £1,141,208

Direct
grantee
and second
tier (direct
grantee is
ACF)

Direct
funding:
May - Nov
2018
Second tier
funding:
Aug 2018 Mar 2019

Description: The project sought to deliver emergency medical support to Rohingya refugees through the use of mobile medical units, targeting
the hardest-to-reach refugees in Cox's Bazar.
Creating Opportunities
for the Poor and
Excluded in Bangladesh
(COPE)

Bangladesh

Manusher
Jonno
Foundation
(MJF)

£26.55 million

MJF received £26 million through an
accountable grant. The remainder
was meant for external monitoring
and evaluation.

Direct
grantee
and funding
channelled
to local
CSOs

Aug 2013 Jun 2017

Description: Through a network of local organisations, the project worked with the poorest and most marginalised people to make them aware
of their rights and provided advice and advocacy support to help them claim those rights in practice.
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Programme or funding
instrument

Transparency and
Right to Information
(PROKAS)

Location

Bangladesh

Implementing
organisation

British Council

Total DFID
contribution to
programme or
instrument

£29 million

Budget for project

Type of
grantee

Project's
timeframe

£29 million

Direct
grantee
and funding
channelled
to local
CSOs

Sep 2014 Aug 2020

Description: The project aims to increase transparency and accountability by improving systems for management and proactive publication of
accurate official information, enabling members of civil society to hold officials and decision-makers answerable for their actions across a range
of services including health, education, local government, climate finance and land administration.

Creating Opportunities
for the Poor and
Excluded in Bangladesh
(COPE)

Bangladesh

Social
Assistance and
Rehabilitation
for the
Physically
Vulnerable
(SARPV)

£26.55 million

£163,988

Second
tier (direct
grantee is
MJF)

Aug 2013 Mar 2017

Description: The project sought to increase the accessibility of health and education services to people with disabilities, and to advocate for their
rights with different departments of the government of Bangladesh and non-government service providers.
Strengthening
Humanitarian
Preparedness
and Response in
Bangladesh

Bangladesh

Start Fund
Bangladesh

£175 million

£31.5 million

Second
tier (direct
grantee is
Save the
Children UK)

Feb 2017 Nov 2020

Description: Start Fund Bangladesh is the first national version of the global Start Fund, designed to enable aid agencies to respond quickly to
under-the-radar emergencies.
Youth Education and
Skills programme for
economic growth
(YES4Growth)

Bangladesh

Underprivileged
Children's
Education
Programmes

£26.4 million

£26.4 million

Direct
grantee

Jul 2016 Dec 2020

Description: The project aims to ensure that underprivileged children, especially girls, can access basic education, vocational skills and formal
employment.

Civil Society Support
Programme

Ethiopia

British Council

Phase 1: £14
million
Phase 2:
£9 million

Phase 1: £14 million
Phase 2:
£9 million

Direct
grantee

Phase 1:
Apr 2013 Sep 2016
Phase 2:
Aug 2018 Mar 2020

Description: The project supports civil society and citizen engagement by increasing trust between government and civil society, with the aim of
enhancing state accountability and responsiveness, therefore leading to better quality public services.

Civil Society Support
Programme

Ethiopia

Resource
Centre for Civil
Society Groups
Association

Phase 1: £14
million
Phase 2:
£9 million

Phase 2: £300,000

Second
tier (direct
grantee is
the British
Council)

2013 - 2016

Description: The grant supported the Resource Centre to distribute funding to small CSOs as well as to build their organisational capacity.
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Programme or funding
instrument

Ethiopia Social
Accountability
Programme (ESAP)

Location

Ethiopia

Implementing
organisation

Vereniging
Nederlandse
Gemeentes
(VNG)

Total DFID
contribution to
programme or
instrument

Phase 2:
£5 million
Bridging and
extension phase:
£0

Budget for project

Phase 2:
£25 million
Bridging and extension phase:
£7.3 million

Type of
grantee

Project's
timeframe

Direct
grantee

Phase 2:
Nov 2011 Jun 2016
Bridging
and
extension
phase: Jul
2016 - Sep
2018

Description: ESAP is a component of the Promotion of Basic Services programme (PBS) implemented by the World Bank and the government
of Ethiopia at regional, woreda and kebele levels. The project aimed to strengthen the capacities of citizen groups and government to work
together in order to enhance the quality of basic public services delivered to citizens.

Comprehensive
Refugee Response
Framework (CRRF)

Ethiopia

International
Rescue
Committee
(IRC)

No details
provided

No details provided

Direct
grantee
and second
tier (direct
grantee is
UNICEF)

Jan 2018 Dec 2020

Description: The project aims to contribute to the implementation of the pledges made under the CRRF for Ethiopia, providing more
opportunities for refugees and host-communities, thus making Ethiopia a better and more inclusive host country for refugees. IRC’s work in the
Bambasi camp includes water delivery and women's empowerment.
Centrally managed funds sample
UK Aid Connect

UK and
global

Bond

£138 million

£3,999,952

Consortium
lead

Jun 2018 Mar 2021

Description: The project aims to achieve three outcomes: a) improved CSO capability to respond appropriately to changing development needs,
b) strengthened pro-poor policies and systems for sustainable development, c) increased civil society agency to act for social and economic
change.
UK Aid Connect

UK and
global

Conciliation
Resources

£138 million

Co-creation funding: £873,571

Consortium
lead

Sep 2018 Apr 2019

Description: The project supports people and communities affected by or at risk of violent conflict to enable them to better manage change
peacefully.

UK Aid Direct

Ethiopia

African Medical
and Research
Foundation
(AMREF)

£321 million

£1,390,172

Direct
grantee

Nov 2015 Oct 2018

Description: The project sought to increase knowledge related to sexual and reproductive health and rights among young people in Ethiopia.

UK Aid Direct

Zimbabwe

Family AIDS
Caring Trust
(FACT)

£321 million

£647,982

Direct
grantee

Oct 2015 Sep 2018

Description: The project empowered young girls and boys to manage sexual and reproductive health risks through increased access to HIV
prevention and sexual and reproductive health services.

UK Aid Direct

Uganda

Protecting
Families Against
HIV/AIDS
(PREFA)

£321 million

£2,099,954

Direct
grantee

Oct 2015 Sep 2018

Description: The project contributed to poverty reduction through improved maternal and adolescent health by building the capacity of
the health system, providing high quality sexual and reproductive health services to adolescents and increasing demand for these services at
community level.
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Programme or funding
instrument

UK Aid Direct

Location

Implementing
organisation

Total DFID
contribution to
programme or
instrument

Budget for project

Type of
grantee

Project's
timeframe

Malawi

Youth Net and
Counselling
(YONECO)

£321 million

£241,348

Direct
grantee

Sep 2015 Mar 2018

Description: The project contributed to reduce new sexually transmitted infections and HIV infections and reduce teenage pregnancies among
young people in the Mangochi and Chikwawa districts.

UK Aid Match

Disasters
Emergency
Committee
(DEC)

Yemen

£290 million

£5 million

Direct
grantee

Dec 2016 Jun 2017

Description: The Yemen Crisis Appeal project received match funding to provide aid, food, water and sanitation, cash assistance and food
vouchers to those affected by the ongoing civil war.
UK Aid Match

Bangladesh

Practical Action

£290 million

£1,025,816

Direct
grantee

May 2016 Sep 2018

Description: The project focused on developing, upgrading and putting into practice appropriate technology within communities, with a focus
on pumpkin-growing and increasing access to markets.
UK Aid Match

Ethiopia

Send a Cow

£290 million

£1,172,724

Direct
grantee

Jul 2016 Jun 2019

Description: The project aims to help farmers with the purchase of seeds, tools and small livestock, and with their utilisation of existing
capabilities and resources.

Start Fund II - a global
response mechanism
for providing lifesaving
humanitarian assistance
through NGOs

Global

Solidarités
International,
in cooperation
with Handicap
International
and Society
for Health
Extension and
Development

£27.5 million

£300,000

Direct
grantee

17 Jan - 3
Mar 2017

Description: The project responded to the immediate WASH, shelter and health needs of Rohingya refugees who fled from Rakhine State to
Cox's Bazar. The NGOs distributed relief kits and installed emergency latrines in camps.

Unsuccessful proposals for funding
Programme or funding
instrument

Proposed
location

Applicant

Proposed budget

Type of potential
grantee

Proposed
timeframe

Transparency and Right to
Information (PROKAS)

Bangladesh

Dnet

£118,848

Second tier

18 months

Transparency and Right to
Information (PROKAS)

Bangladesh

Jagrata Juba Shangha

£127,345

Second tier

18 months

UK Aid Connect

UK and
global

Leprosy Mission England and
Wales

£11,857,454

Consortium lead

48 months

UK Aid Connect

Global

Tearfund

£12 million

Consortium lead

48 months

UK Aid Connect

Global

Natural Resources
Governance Institute

£10,796,914

Consortium lead

48 months

UK Aid Direct

Tanzania

Bridge2Aid

£218,696

Direct grantee

36 months

UK Aid Direct

Kyrgyzstan

Oasis

£218,745

Direct grantee

36 months

UK Aid Direct

Nepal

PHASE Nepal

£2,232,657

Direct grantee

36 months
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Programme or funding
instrument

Location

Applicant

Proposed DFID
Type of potential
contribution to applicant
grantee

Proposed
timeframe

UK Aid Match

Afghanistan

Children in Crisis

£533,624

Direct grantee

36 months

UK Aid Match

Zambia

Camfed International

£300,000

Direct grantee

27 months

Civil Society Support
Programme

Ethiopia

Concern for Environment

£30,000

Direct grantee

12 months

Civil Society Support
Programme

Ethiopia

The Institute for Sustainable
Development

No details provided

Direct grantee

No details
provided

Second stage of sampling
Programme or funding
instrument
Common Ground
Initiative

Location

Implementing
organisation

Total DFID
contribution to
programme or
instrument

Budget for project

Type of
grantee

Project's
timeframe

Multicountry

Afford UK

£12 million

£2,943,520

Direct
grantee

Jun 2016 Jul 2019

Description: Afford's Diaspora Finance aimed at stimulating diaspora investments to create jobs and enhance the African social economy.
Vision Programme
Partnership
Arrangement

India

World Vision
India

£6.91 million

£6.91 million

Direct
grantee

2006 - 2011

Description: The project sought to mainstream disability-sensitive practices both at the organisational level and throughout projects
implemented by World Vision India.
Amplify - Open
Innovation for
Development

Global

IDEO.org

£10.1 million

£10.6 million

Challenge
Fund

Feb 2014 Jun 2019

Description: Amplify is a six-year partnership between DFID and IDEO.org, a CSO specialising in human-centred design. The programme’s goal
is to test new and innovative funding mechanisms in order to make small initial investments, provide design support to organisations to test and
iterate on new ideas, and identify replicable, effective solutions that respond directly to human needs.
Amplify - Open
Innovation for
Development

Global

Taghyeer

£10.1 million

$189,230

Direct
grantee

Oct 2015 Mar 2017

Description: This project developed a set of tools and materials that help refugee women and men build a network of informal learning hubs
around refugee camps and spark a love of reading among displaced children across the world. Amplify is a five-year £10.1 million partnership
between DFID and IDEO.org, a not-for-profit organisation specialising in human-centred design (HCD). The programme’s goal is to test the value
of new funding mechanisms and targeted HCD support in developing innovative solutions to persistent development challenges.
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