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ABSTRACT 

 

The concept of partnership has emerged to highlight donor-recipient relationships within 

international development, where both large and small actors has adopted the concept that 

defines a contractual relationship on equality where partners have chosen to work 

collaboratively with agreed objectives, roles, and responsibilities. However, a common cited 

constraint to the formation of partnerships is the distorted power relationship in the form of 

e.g. differences in resources, motives and control between Northern and Southern partners.    

 

The overall aim of this study is to show how the partnership rhetoric is reflected in the 

development cooperation between Swedish Forum Syd and two of their partner organisations 

in Tanzania under prevailing circumstances. In doing so, the study focuses on theories of 

legitimacy, resource-dependency and social control. Linked to the empirical results of the 

studied partnerships, the thesis attempts to examine whether a desired authentic partnership 

discourse really has been possible to accomplish on the ground or not. Three qualitative 

methods have been used in this study, semi-structured interviews, ethnographic text analyses, 

and participant observations. 

 

The results that have been analysed with the theoretical framework of choice, shows that it is 

difficult to form any “authentic partnership” when there are differences regarding power, 

motives, needs and access to information between the partners, which in turn are the result of 

scarcity of resources and the dependency on them.   
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1. BACKGROUND AND INTRODUCTION 

This study deals with problems related to partnership and partnership rhetoric concerning 

non governmental organisations in the field of international development cooperation. I will 

in this chapter provide a short background to the subject as well as a problem discussion in 

order to explain the emergence of my interest and why I believe these issues are of 

importance. The chapter also contains the aim of the study and my research questions, as 

well as an account for the partnership discourse relevant to this study. The chapter ends with 

delimitations, definitions and the disposition.  

 

The increasing general interest in international cooperation between NGOs
1
 among policy 

makers and social development researchers seems not to have been matched by a 

development in the conceptual frameworks for analysing how they work. In recent years 

there has only been a few serious attempts to relate concepts both from western non-profit 

studies
2
 and organisational theory

3
 to the study of NGOs but these might not be considered as 

very well developed or as functional approached as the ones that are found in research on 

other organisational partnerships e.g. such as those in public or private sectors.  

 

This thesis attempts to shed light on the rhetoric of partnership as it looks at how certain 

socially constructed mechanisms are embedded in two different NGO- partnerships within 

the development sector. More exactly it looks at how aspects related to legitimacy, resource 

dependency and social control are demonstrated and embedded in two different partnerships 

under certain prevailing circumstances. The partnership cases constitute the cooperations 

between Forum Syd, a Swedish umbrella NGO, and two of its partner NGOs in Tanzania.
4
 

 

It is my intention that this thesis will contribute to a somewhat limited research-area, by 

taking a closer look at a few relevant aspects of partnership within the NGO sector, and to 

find out what implications they may have on the qualities of the processes in which they are 

carried out. And consequently investigate whether it is really possible to adhere to the present 

key-elements that the partnership rhetoric literally refers to.
5
 By investigating challenges 

perceived by the different organisations and their individuals involved under the rhetoric of 

                                                 
1
 Non Governmental Organisation 

2 E.g. Billis and Mackeith, 1995 
3 E.g. Hudock, 1995 
4 CHAWATA and ECOVIC are the two local organisations 
5
 E.g. mutuality, equality, trust, transparency and local ownership 
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partnership, I believe I can reveal key factors that eventually hinder the promises of 

partnership to be realized. The chosen theoretical framework in combination with the result 

of empirical research offers me a possibility to do so.  

 

1.1 Background and relevance of the study 

The concept of partnership within development co-operation has emerged in various sectors 

to highlight and describe the relationships between actors such as states, organisations and 

other institutions. Swedish SIDA describes partnership as “a path to development” in their 

support through civil society organisations
6
, while their Irish counterpart, Irish Aid, mention 

partnership as “the way to success”
7
. This is just to mention a few examples where the 

rhetoric of partnership has a very prominent position illustrating promising achievements 

within the field of development cooperation since more than a decade back. According to 

SIDA, the point of dealing with partnership as a model under prevailing circumstances refer 

to the idea of “strengthening the ability of partners in cooperation to assume their 

responsibility for their own development on a sustainable basis” 
8
  

 

Swedish Forum Syd has been carrying out work in cooperation with local NGOs in the south 

under such promising ideals since the beginning of the new century
9
. In spite of the changing 

ways of working over the years, common for them all has been the various rhetoric 

descriptions of working through means of partnership that well reflects the official policy 

which SIDA advocates for work within the civil society today.
10

 According to Forum Syd, 

their own way of working together with other NGOs in developing countries is reflected in 

the following: “Our cooperation’s with partners should be characterised by equal 

understanding where both partners contribute to skills, resources and work towards the 

common goal of the cooperation (……) The cooperation with partners should be built on an 

agreement that is characterized by mutual understanding and trust”
11

 

 

Though, in spite of all the fine words, there seems to be a difference between the rhetoric and 

the reality of NGO partnerships where one among several common cited constraints for the 

                                                 
6 SIDA, 2003:41f 
7 Irish Aid, 2006: www.irishaid.org/civil-society  
8 SIDA, 2003:42f 
9 Forum Syd has regional offices in Cambodia, Nicaragua, Zambia and Tanzania. (www.forumsyd.org) 
10 SIDA, 2003 
11 Forum Syd, 2003:a 

http://www.irishaid.org/civil-society
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formation of authentic partnership
12

 are the control of resources that can be exchanged 

between the partners. The fact is that while NGOs in the South tend to be funded by their 

Northern partners to a great extent, and when northern NGOs entering development 

cooperation with large economic resources, along comes a great source of different powers.
13

 

This is something that obviously leaves many questions to the concept of an authentic 

functional partnership.  

Forum Syd as many other northern NGOs do not necessarily want to exercise these kinds of 

mentioned powers, but nevertheless, the funding relationship alone often seem to push them 

into unhealthy imbalances of power which most likely can affect the quality of the 

partnerships. One strong reason for these problems seems to be affiliated with the pressure of 

being accountable towards stakeholders, which is to assure the donors that the funds many 

northern NGOs have been entrusted are used in a desirable and in an on-before-hand decided 

manner. Critics clearly point out that Northern NGOs must theoretically be accountable to 

their partners in the South, but in practice they must also act in response to the agencies and 

the tax-payers that in turn often fund them, e.g. SIDA in the case of Forum Syd. As a 

consequence it is not difficult to guess that this may lead to a somewhat natural contract 

where NGOs in the south are dependent on NGOs of the north that in turn are dependent on 

large donor organisations on their home front.  

 

1.2 Aim of Study and Overall Research Questions 

Thus, the overall aim of my study is to examine what certain socially constructed motives and 

phenomena affect and challenge the desired benefits and qualities in the processes of 

partnerships between one particular northern Swedish NGO and two of its collaborating 

organisations in Tanzania. In doing so, the study focuses on theories of legitimacy, resource 

dependency and social control. Linked to the empirical results of the studied partnerships, the 

thesis consequently attempts to examine whether a desired authentic partnership discourse 

really has been possible to accomplish on the ground or not. From this the following overall 

research-questions are derived; 

- How are underlying motives of legitimacy, resource-dependency and social control 

manifested in the two studied partnerships and how are these aspects affecting the 

qualities of the processes of the same?  

                                                 
12 Fowler 1998;144; An authentic partnership refers to a relationship that is characterised by mutually enabling, 

interdependent interaction with shared intentions with a joint commitment to long-term interactions, shared responsibility for 

achievement, reciprocal obligations, equality, mutuality and balance of power  
13 Hudock, 1995 
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- How are qualities of a present and somewhat rhetorical authentic discourse of 

partnership
14

 really practised and realised in the two case studies, given the challenges of 

the empirical research? 

- Finally, what experiences stand out in the two chosen partnership studies, and what 

conclusions can be drawn in order to suggest solutions for improving partnerships 

between NGOs in the international development sector in the future? 

 

1.3 The Partnership Discourse relevant to this study 

The notion of partnership in development cooperation between northern and southern NGOs 

originates from the mid 1970s, when it was understood more as a code word reflecting 

humanitarian, moral or political aspects of cooperation between NGOs in the North and 

South that joined together to pursue a common cause of social change
15

. It was to reflect a 

more alternative development, regarded as more people-centred. This was in an era when 

development aid was strongly bilateral between governments, and stakeholders such as 

NGOs still had a subordinated role. In this context partnership was looked upon as a more 

close and personal relationship between people in the North and in the South as opposed to 

the unequal and alien framework of modernisation. 
16

 This situation changed in the early 

1980s when the market took over the role from the governments as the central actor, and 

from that time, civil society became recognised as a third player
17

 which led to a new role for 

NGOs as catalysts for the civil society to enhance economic growth and democratic 

performance. 
18

 

 

The adoption of partnership has since that time brought together different actors with unequal 

powers as the relational mode of choice in development cooperation and can according to 

political scientist Alan Fowler be understood from at least three perspectives: 1) From a 

theory of social contracts between states and the society, 2) As a practical solution to poor aid 

performance or as, 3) Interpreted as a way to foreign penetration of the South (Fowler 

2000:2ff).  

 

                                                 
14 The explicit and implicit rhetoric of authentic partnership, present in several of SIDA‟s and Forum Syds documents, 

agreements, guidelines and policies. Relating to Fowler 1998;144 
15 Fowler, 2000:1 
16 Welle, 2001:7f 
17 The other two actors are governments and markets.  
18 Welle, 2001 
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Forum Syd, which in English translates Swedish NGO Centre for Development Cooperation, 

is an civil society umbrella organisation, keeping more than 200 Swedish members working 

with development assistance, information or/and the promotion of public opinion on global 

issues. The aim and objective of Forum Syd is: “To work for a fair and sustainable global 

development based on the equal value of all people, their right to reasonable life 

circumstances, and sustainable usage of the world’s natural resources” 
19

 

 

Forum Syd was founded in 1995 after a merger between the BIFO
20

 and the Swedish 

Voluntary Services (SVS). Forum Syd and its predecessors has worked for no less then 

twenty years in East- and Southern Africa, in the past foremost through what has been 

described as technical assistance, or today‟s version of development workers with the aim of 

capacity development and advisory support. Since 2002, Forum Syd East-Africa has also 

been running its own contemporary development programmes, much in line with today‟s 

principles of advocacy and methods such as a “right based approach to development”
21

  

The main part of Forum Syd‟s activities (around 95%) is funded through grants from Swedish 

SIDA which makes them a major stakeholder. As a consequence, Forum Syd must quite 

strictly follow the guidelines and conditions issued by SIDA that in turn are based on 

decisions made by the Swedish Parliament that outline the conditions that shall apply to 

Swedish development cooperation via NGOs. According to these conditions, all programmes 

of development cooperation that receive SIDA grants under these guidelines must include a 

local partner organisation that is party to the agreement in the recipient country.
22

 

 

Even though Forum Syd surprisingly still lacks a formal explicit partnership policy (during 

the empirical studies for this thesis), the organisation must carefully follow and show that it 

operates according to SIDA‟s parameters for support through NGO partnerships in the civil 

society.
23

 One of several parameters stated by SIDA in this purpose, are that two NGOs 

cooperates (one Swedish and one in a developing economy), that the funds are provided to 

implement a joint project, and that the initiative for the project should be common for the two 

partner organisations i.e. come from the partnership. 

 

                                                 
19  Forum Syd, 2001:2 
20

 The Swedish NGO Information Centre 
21  According to the DAC declaration on international cooperation, Paris 2004 (DAC, 2005) 
22  SIDA, 1998:7 
23 SIDA, 2005 
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SIDA clearly stresses that the quality of the work should be: “characterized by continuous 

dialogue, and that both parts should have a clear responsibility” and further that “the 

unequal power-relation due to the Swedish advantage of resources must be considered and 

handled throughout.
24

  

 

As mentioned, even though Forum Syd itself lacks an official explicit partnership policy 

during the time of this study, it is in several strategy documents, interviews with employees 

and board-members, topics at seminars etc, that definitions and guidelines that resembles 

SIDA‟s definition of partnership can be found. The 10-year strategy document from 2003 

states that: “Cooperation’s through partnership with local NGOs has to be built on 

transparency, accountability, trust and local ownership. The aim of a partnership with 

another organisation should be too built around long term co-operation. (...) The co-

operation should not be built on financial reasons, but from common strategies and goals 

where both parts are responsible for the results and methods used to reach them”
25

 

 

1.4 Delimitations, Definitions and Disposition 

The thesis is based on studies performed in Tanzania and Sweden during 2006 and 2007, 

concerning Swedish Forum Syd and two of its collaborating organisations in the East-African 

country. It is mainly a closer look at the qualities of the processes of partnerships between 

Forum Syd and these particular partner organisations in Tanzania under prevailing 

circumstances, and it does not therefore aim at measuring any project outputs in any other 

means then when it is shown relevant for the study of qualities of partnership.  

 

Regarding the terminology in this study, I widely use both the concept of partnership and 

cooperation in order to reflect the fact that stakeholders, participants and organisations 

involved in the study do not always use the word partnership when referring to an actual 

organisational cooperation. My guess is that the term itself sometimes feels too solemn or 

artificial to be used in the everyday vocabulary. It is something that might as well reflect how 

“loose” the rhetoric of partnership has become, as it obviously can mean everything and 

nothing. It is therefore difficult to be sure when the term is useful in its own definition. 

However, when referring to rhetoric and theory behind the co-operations of the given context, 

the term partnership is consistently used throughout the thesis. 

                                                 
24 Ibid. 
25 Forum Syd, 2003:13 
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This study contains a number of concepts that can be interpreted in several different ways. 

The following definitions will make clear how I interpret these concepts:  

 

Authentic Partnership – A relationship that is characterised by mutually enabling, 

interdependent interaction with shared intentions with a joint commitment to long-term 

interaction, shared responsibility for achievement, reciprocal obligation, equality, mutuality 

and balance of power.
26

 

 

Development Worker (DW) - An expatriate with a professional background who works in the 

South. 

 

Ownership - the exercise of control and command over development activities. A country or 

an organization within a country can be said to „own‟ its development programme when it is 

committed to it and able to translate its commitment into effective action. This definition 

incorporates institutional dimensions such as the control of input and output resources, 

political ones such as commitment, and behavioural ones such as an observed ability to 

achieve results.
27

 

 

NGO - Is a legally constituted organization created by private persons or organizations with 

no participation or representation of any government.  

 

Civil Society – This term refers to the arena of un-coerced collective action around shared 

interests, purposes and values. In theory, its institutional forms are distinct from those of the 

state, family and market, though in practice, the boundaries between state, civil society, 

family and market are often complex, blurred and negotiated. Civil society commonly 

embraces a diversity of spaces, actors and institutional forms.
28

 

 

Resources - Anything of value, tangible or intangible, that can be exchanged between 

organisations.
29

 

 

                                                 
26 Fowler, 1998:144 
27 Edgren, 2003:4 
28

 LSE - Centre for Civil Society, 2009. http://www.lse.ac.uk/collections/CCS/ 
29 Saidel, 1991, p544 
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Hitherto, I have provided an introduction and a background to the concept of partnership and 

the partnership rhetoric as it is developed and experienced in the context of development 

cooperation between NGOs. I have accounted for the overall aim with my study as well as 

the overall research questions, and not at least the delimitations and certain central definitions 

that occur in the thesis. Next chapter is devoted to the theoretical framework. In the two 

sections I account for the theories of legitimacy and resource dependency, aiming to find out 

what significant theoretical explanations there might be to constraints in what 

institutionalized context the rhetoric of authentic partnership are developed as well as 

identifying unbalances in coalitions related to resources in a resource-scarce environment. 

The chapter is wrapped up with a presentation of the theoretical framework where I have 

tabled the most critical theoretical aspects in order to investigate and to seek the answers of 

my questions of research.
30

  

 

My method is presented in chapter three, where I thoroughly describe the design, the 

selection, and the data collection of the thesis. Chapter four is then dedicated to the 

explanation of the case studies, i.e. descriptions of the partner organisations and under what 

conditions they have engaged in partnerships. In chapter five I account for the empirical 

findings integrated with the analysis of the same, and in chapter six, I finally draw 

conclusions from the study and I am able to discuss the result. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
30 Charts that clarifies critical aspects of the theoretical framework in relation to the aim of this study 
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The theoretical framework consists of a combination of theories on legitimacy, resource 

dependency and social control that I found crucial to apply when looking at the concept of 

partnership in this study. At the end of the chapter, an analytical framework-model is created 

to illustrate how I apply these theories on the partnership case-studies. 

 

2.1 Legitimacy – A neo-institutional view 

As stated, some evaluations and studies of partnership in international development 

cooperation has shown evidence that the concept is tightly connected to different aspects of 

legitimacy where as stated earlier, the northern partner more often seem to promote the idea 

of partnership in order to encourage their institutional status and existence on the home 

front.
31

 It is therefore important to understand how and in what constituencies the concept of 

partnership is developed and also whom it really will benefit trough implementation at the 

end.  

 

When looking at legitimacy, it has been helpful for me to look at Meyer and Rowan and their 

neo-institutional perspective.
32

 Meyer and Rowan emphasises that, institutionalized rules 

such as those we see in the world of organisations today (such as discourses and practises in 

organisation management, organisation development etc), very often function as myths and 

ceremonies which organisations will incorporate, in order to gain legitimacy and enhanced 

survival prospects in the contexts that they operate in. The overarching answer to what 

legitimacy really is in the organisational world is that legitimacy and processes of 

legitimating for organisations are phenomena that originate and operate external to the intent 

and actions of an individual organisation.
33

  

 

The neo-institutional school of thought conceives of the sources of legitimacy and 

legitimization as deriving from the dynamics and characteristics of an individual 

organisation‟s environment.
34

 These environmental forces operate at the level of the sectors, 

organisational populations, or even different societies sometimes. It is not so much individual 

organisations that are legitimized, but rather organisational forms, structural elements, 

                                                 
31  Meyer and Rowan, 1977 
32 “Neo institutionalism recognizes that institutions operate in an environment consisting of other institutions, called the 

institutional environment”: Powell and Dimaggio, 1991. 
33 Meyer and Rowan, 1977 
34 Powell and Dimaggio, 1991 
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technical procedures, rules and schools of thoughts.
35

 To achieve legitimacy, an organisation 

needs what Meyer and Rowan describes as “sagacious conformity” to societal “myths,” e.g., 

about cause and effect, and “ceremonies,” e.g., about appropriate procedures and practices. 

These authors go on to state that; “organisations fail when they deviate from the prescriptions 

of institutionalizing myths”
36

 

 

The image of myth and ceremony conjures up of notions of broadly shared conceptions on 

how things are best done or how solutions are best provided.
37

 For example, according to 

Meyer and Rowan social organisations (such as international NGOs) derive legitimacy from 

social “ceremonial” norms regarding how such organizations behave: e.g., value-driven, 

selflessness, moral rectitude, democratic and so forth.  When these expectations about non-

profit behaviour is violated, there is a process of de-legitimizing taking place, that might not 

affect just the offending organisations, but other organisations as well, or maybe even the 

whole non-profit sector in a certain society or context.
38

 This is why it is crucial for an 

organisation to stay true to myths and ceremonies in order to gain societal credit and survival 

at the end.  

 

In addition to these more general sources, there are some specific operational sources of 

legitimacy that have been identified by DiMaggio and Powell.
39

 Legitimacy is conferred 

when organisational actors are perceived by influential constituencies as being consistent or 

in alignment with: 

 

- Law, including constitutional frameworks, as well as enabling legislation and regulations. 

Such behaviours demonstrate accountability, which reinforces attributions of legitimacy. 

For example legitimacy is conferred to the extent that NGOs are perceived to act 

accountably to represent the interests of their beneficiaries and/or members.
40

  

 

- Standards, codes, and licensing. For many organisations, such as non profit NGOs, 

conformity with standards, codes, and licensed practices yields legitimacy gains. Slightly 

fuzzier but not less important is the variant of standards which is sometimes referred to as 

                                                 
35 Powell and DiMaggio, 1991 and Meyer and Scott, 1983 
36 Meyer and Rowan 1991: 53 
37 Ibid 
38 Brinkerhoff, 2005 
39 DiMaggio and Powell, 1991 
40 Hudson, 2000, Lister 2003   
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“best practices” where organisations gain legitimacy by conforming to widely accepted 

professional judgments about how they should operate.
41

   

 

- Performance expectations. Organisations that meet stakeholder‟s expectations for 

effectiveness and efficiency are generally assessed as legitimate. 

 

Moreover, DiMaggio and Powell identify three mechanisms, which in practice have some 

overlap, that induce what is called isomorphic change for organisations: (1) coercive 

isomorphism that stems from political influence and the problem of legitimacy; (2) mimetic 

isomorphism resulting from standard responses to uncertainty; and (3) normative 

isomorphism, associated with professionalization.  

 

Coercive isomorphism arises from pressures that result when one organisation is dependent 

upon others, informally or formally.
42

 When organisations are looking for ways to address 

new tasks, they face uncertainty, and a common strategy is often to imitate how other 

organisations have operated; this is the essence of mimetic isomorphism. Referring to 

partnership in development cooperation, it is quite obvious how the concept has been 

developed and “rewarded” with legitimacy as a presupposed legitimate way of creating 

responsibly ways of building cooperation‟s between different organisations and actors in the 

developing world and the developed. Mörth and Sahlin-Andersson
43

 relate this phenomena to 

the purpose of legitimacy as they emphasises how a concept such as partnership must 

struggle to find a common shared foundation on what to really base its values and principles. 

In this struggle it often helps for organisations to look at already established fully accepted 

concepts, and somehow the practice of imitation can take place. Further, normative 

isomorphism, as DiMaggio and Powell defines it, results from the power of professionals in 

organisations to exert control over how the organisation operate when it conforms to 

professionally determined norms, standards, and practices.
44

 

 

2.2 The Resource Dependency perspective 

As it seems widely recognised within the social sciences that a study of organisational 

phenomena should include looking at issues of power so does this study of partnership. One 

                                                 
41 Best practices are fuzzy standards in the sense that the term is often applied without systematic determination in what 

sense and under what circumstances a particular practice is deemed the “best”. 
42 DiMaggio and Powell, 1983 
43 Mörth and Sahlin-Andersson, 2006 
44 Fiol and O‟Connor, 2005 
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common cited perception of power when looking at cooperation‟s between organisations are 

the different aspects of clear imbalances of resources.
45

 As such variables often seem present 

and stated as a main constraint to the formation of authentic partnerships between 

organisations in development cooperation and elsewhere, that is of great relevance even to 

this study. The resource dependency perspective by Pfeffer and Salancik is critical to this 

study, not at least because organisational dependence on resources gives the contributing 

actor an opportunity for demanding certain actions in return for their support.
46

 

 

The dominant view of organisations in general is that they are formed of individuals that 

come together to accomplish various goals or set of goals. This strong purpose- or goal driven 

view is criticized by Pfeffer and Salancik. They prefer to view organisations as resource 

dependent coalitions that can alter their purposes and domains to adjust to new interests, even 

if it results in abandoning former interests, and when required, engaging in activities far from 

their original working field and their stated central purposes.
47

  

 

An important aspect when observing the establishment of coalitions is that there are no 

requirements for participants to share private interests or any particular, principal goal. As 

long as the coalition justifies a participant‟s involvement is enough from a participant‟s point 

of view. It is widely mistaken that participant‟s must strive for the same goals as the 

organisation. Coalitions may establish as long as organisational participants believe there is 

some advantage to be gained. The benefits and costs are individually defined by participant‟s 

or groups and not necessary by all in an organisation‟s management. Since survival of an 

organisation is prioritised, coalitions are only maintained with parties who contribute the 

resources and support needed for its continued activities. These activities are themselves 

outcomes desired by the members of the coalition. By sustaining patterns of the coalition, the 

uncertainty for the participants decreases.
48

 

 

In a coalition contributions by participanst are not equally valued; some are valued more, 

while others less. Coalition participants that contributes with resources and capabilities that 

are most demanded or desired by other organisational participants gains more influence and 

control over the organisation and its actions. Out of the exchange of contributions in a 

                                                 
45 Lister, 2003:3ff 
46 Pfeffer and Salancik, 2003 
47 Ibid 
48 Ibid 
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coalition emerge differences in power among the organisational participants. The amount of 

power a participant has is a function of the dependence of others in the organisation on 

his/her contributions of resources and capabilities.
49

 When a coalition participant controlling 

the resources is not as dependable on organisations in a resource-scarce environment, the 

latter will experience a decreasing power and uncertainty that can threaten the organisations 

effectiveness and even survival.
50

 This gives an increased power for the participant 

controlling the resource to influence and reorganize activities within an organisation 

according to external pressures. The organisation will in many cases be forced to accept 

reorganization when survival is at stake.
51

 

 

2.2.1 Social Control of Organisations 

As mentioned, organisations dependence on resources gives the contributing actor an 

opportunity for demanding certain actions in return for their support. This often creates an 

asymmetric interdependence and is by Pfeffer and Salancik referred to as social control of 

organisations.
52

 To respond to the environments demand is often important for survival, at the 

same time demands from one actor can conflict with demands from another and/or the desire 

for organisational autonomy. An organisation must therefore decide to what extent it should 

respond to different environmental demands. Several conditions play a role to what extent an 

organisation will comply with certain demands. They include: 

 

1. That the organisation is aware of the demands from the environment. 

2. The importance of the resources exchanged for the demands. 

3. The extent of the organisations control over how resources are allocated, accessed, or 

used. 

4. The extent of influence the organisation has over the determination, formulation, or 

expression of the demands. 

5. The capacity of the organisation to make the actions that are externally demanded. 

6. The organisations degree of resource dependency. 

 

Another important aspect that influences the attempt to satisfy the demands is the relative 

dependency of the demanding group or organisation compared to others and to what extent 

                                                 
49

 Pfeffer & Salancik 2003:23 
50

 Hudock 1995:656 
51  Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003:71 
52  Ibid, ff 
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the demands conflict with other actor‟s demands. There are three factors that are crucial when 

determining the dependence of one organisation over another. First is the importance of the 

resource for the organisation to survive. Second is to what extent the organisation has the 

discretion over the resource allocation and use. Third is whether there are any alternative 

sources that can be used.
53

 

 

As mentioned above, organisations behaviour is determined by the dependencies on various 

coalition participants. However, the continuation and survival of the organisation is the 

interest of all coalition participants, since by continuing the participation in the coalition 

indicates that they are benefiting from it and wishes to continue in doing so. Participation of 

coalition members becomes hesitant if uncertainty or instability is linked to an important 

resource and threatens the continuation and survival of the organisation.
54

  

 

2.3 Developing an analytical framework 

Until now, I have presented the theoretical approaches which will function as my frame of 

references when performing the study. According to the aim of my study I want to be able to 

analyze what mechanisms that affect the qualities in the processes of partnership in the 

development sector, and if these challenges to a described and desired authentic partnership, 

can be explained by theories of legitimacy resource dependency and social control. In order 

to do this, the theories presented will be linked to the empirical results of the interviews, 

participatory observations and document studies.  

 

By remembering the overall research questions together with the described rhetoric of an 

authentic partnership I am below identifying critical issues of the theoretical framework that 

could be seen as the most significant, in order to investigate what factors challenge the idea 

of an authentic partnership. Through combining these theoretical perspectives I argue that I 

will be able to get a comprehensive view of what role legitimacy, resource dependency and 

social control play as challenging factors to the realisation and the benefits of authentic 

partnerships, and therefore consequently be able to answer my research questions. 

 

To begin with, Meyer and Rowan´s neo-institutional characteristics of legitimacy will be 

used to see if aspects of legitimacy according to their view are present in the formation of the 
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partnerships in order to respond to what they describe as sagacious conformity. That is to 

understand weather the partnerships derive from a function where organisations incorporate 

partnership as created myths or practices in order to gain enhanced survival prospects in the 

institutionalized context that they operate in. Issues that have been critical to look at in this 

matter are tabled below;   

 

THEORY:  

LEGITIMACY 

CRITICAL QUESTIONS OR 

CONDITIONS 

Coercive isomorphism The organisations are strongly dependant for 

resources upon others, informally or 

formally. 

Mimetic isomorphism There is a presupposed “rewarded” idea on 

how things best are done developed by one 

party. 

Normative isomorphism The organisations act on parameters beyond 

their control. 

Sagacious conformity (all-

embracing) 

Constitutional frameworks, myths and 

discourses of professionalization set the 

standards for the partnership. 

Chart 1: Examples of critical issues for legitimacy in partnership 

 

Further, the results that have been analysed with Pfeffers´s and Salancik´s resource 

dependence theory seek to answer whether it has been difficult to form any authentic 

partnership as a result of differences and inequalities in dependency regarding power, 

motives and needs between the partners, which in turn are the result of scarcity of resources 

and the dependency on them. Questions that have been critical for the thesis in this matter are 

lined up in the table below: 

 

RESOURCE DEPENDENCY 

& SOCIAL CONTROL 

CRITICAL QUESTIONS OR 

CONDITIONS:  

Dependency on coalitions Coalitions are only maintained by 

organisations who “contribute” 

Dependency on resources Contributions on resources to the coalition 

are not equally valued 

Social control of organisations Who regulates the resources make the 

rules 

Interdependence Can be asymmetric or unbalanced, relative 

to the amount of scarce resources 

Chart 2: Examples of critical issues for resource dependency and social control 
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3. METHODS 

In this chapter I illustrate the line of designs and actions that has led me to the answers of my 

questions. I account for the cases I have selected, as well as for the basis for that selection 

such as the samples of respondents. A more detailed description regarding the used methods 

for gathering data is given and a section containing the credibility in my approach wraps up 

the chapter. 

 

3.1 Design 

This is a study on how partnership is carried out between one particular organisation and two 

others in the context of development cooperation in Tanzania, empirically investigated 

towards the background of a pre-supposed relevant theoretical framework. It is mainly based 

on the information given by employees, volunteers, participants or other stakeholders tied to 

the different organisations and partnerships. Three types of qualitative methods were used in 

this study, semi-structured individual interviews, ethnographic text analyses, and participant 

observations. What these three methods have in common is that they all emphasize the 

linguistic character of the qualitative data.
55

 

 

3.2 Semi-Structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews constituted the primary tool for the collection of data in my study.  

Semi-structured interviews are based on a set of core questions, but allow for some variation 

from those questions in order to explore relevant topics that emerge in the interview process. 

This approach allows efficient collection of qualitative data and the flexibility for respondents 

to participate in the creation of this data.
56

 

 

I made an interview guide (appendix 1) with questions partly deriving from a series of 

different core guiding recommendations on how successful organisational partnership co-

operations should ideally work, provided by different actors such as research institutions and 

development agencies. During the interviews I allowed a high degree of flexibility so that the 

questions could be expanded in the interview process. This was done with the aim of 

obtaining a more valid description of the respondent‟s daily work within the organisations 

and the partnership. Furthermore I made clear that he or she as a respondent would be 
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anonymous and that as a result the organisations that the respondents work for would not be 

mentioned in connection to the answers.  

 

All of the interviews were conducted in Tanzania on different locations, either in English, 

Swedish or to some extent the language of Kiswahili. I used descriptive notes as a method to 

record the data collected during my interviews. The eighteen different interviews were 

conducted between March 15th and December 11th 2007. Fourteen of them were conducted 

at different workplaces of the respondents, two in their homes, one in a hotel-lounge and one 

through telephone. External impact of the information is of a low degree, except perhaps for 

the interview made through telephone. Each interview lasted approximately for one and a half 

hour. 

 

3.3 Text Analysis 

The written texts used in this study are mainly primary material, consisting of policy 

documents from SIDA, Forum Syd or any other development agency. It also comes from job 

descriptions, agreements between Forum Syd and their Tanzanian partner organisations, but 

also secondary material concerning the theoretical framework, the partnership discourse in 

development cooperation and evaluations of organisational partnerships in general. To 

analyse all these documents I have used an ethnographic method, which is a method to show 

how social action in one world makes sense from the point of view of another.
57

  

 

3.4 Participant Observation 

Ethnography has a long history as a method within anthropology. However today, 

ethnography includes a much broader range of work, as studies of groups in one´s own 

cultural setting. While ethnography is viewed as an approach, participant observation can be 

described as a specific technique or method. It is all about observing in order to see what is 

going on in a specific place. In June, 2007, I took part in an annual meeting, conducted by 

Forum Syd in Tanzania where representatives from most partner organisations participated. 

The second day of the meeting was set a side for a workshop named; Improving learning 

between North and South in partnerships.
58

 During this day I participated in group 

discussions and took exhaustive notes. I only spoke when I found something to be unclear. 
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Otherwise I just listened to the conversations in the various working groups consisting of 

Forum Syd professionals and representatives from most of Forum Syd's partner organisations.  

 

3.5 Main selection 

Tanzania is today a country where many international NGOs are present.
59

 I have chosen to 

study the partnerships between Swedish Forum Syd and two of its collaborating NGOs in 

Tanzania for two main reasons. For several reasons, Forum Syd is a very relevant 

organisation to study. It is one of the largest NGOs in the country of Sweden and it is also a 

member based umbrella organisation, representing and advocating for hundreds of other civil 

society organization in Sweden, stretching from large ones such as the Red Cross and Save 

the Children down to much smaller groups. This makes Forum Syd a great actor with a big 

impact for public opinions on civil society organisations. Forum Syd is also receiving a major 

part of the Swedish public funds that are channelled to the civil society through SIDA, which 

entrusts them with a great responsibility. Another reason is that I have a professional 

experience of working with Forum Syd and their partners in East-Africa as a fulltime 

employee, namely as their Advisor on Capacity Building during 2005-2008. Despite the risk 

that this fact potentially contains some disadvantages in terms of impartiality or reliability, I 

believe that it foremost has equipped me with the time needed and some sufficient pre-

knowledge 

 

3.6 Selection of partnership case studies 

The two chosen case studies represent three different partnerships within three different 

development programs run by Forum Syd in Tanzania. Apart from differences such as target-

groups, technical design, outreach, geography etc these programs all share the same rhetoric 

of collaborating through the idea of organisational partnerships. In the selection of case 

studies, it made great sense to include a selection of partnerships from each one of Forum 

Syds ways of working in Tanzania. In this way I got the chance to study both eventual 

variations and similarities in how partnership really is practised within the domains of one 

organisation, in this case Forum Syd. Therefore, by representing all three programs I strongly 

believe I got the opportunity to simply reach a higher degree of reliability in the studies on 

partnership under prevailing circumstances. Another important reason of choosing the 

particular partnerships has to do with differences between the Tanzanian organisations. As 
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they all vary in size, capacity, fields of operations, geographic coverage and how they carry 

out their work etc I concluded that the diversity itself could hopefully contribute to a higher 

degree of validity and contribute to more precise and interesting conclusions at the end.
60

  

 

3.7 Selection of respondents 

To get a high validity of the interviews I chose to interview individuals that had been engaged 

within the partnerships for at least one and a half year. I also made the choice of interviewing 

respondents that had a certain experience in working together with donors or foreign 

organisations in one way or another in their various careers in the past. The main reason for 

this particular selection was to get respondents that had gained some experiences in dealing 

with relationships with external partners. I thought that this could carry some help in the way 

that these respondents had developed their ideas, perceptions, vocabulary and perhaps 

opinions about working with foreign organisations or donors. These parameters also made 

sense when choosing respondents at the Forum Syd headquarter in Stockholm, where it was 

important to find individuals that had insight into the architecture behind the practice and 

rhetoric on partnership collaborations. It was also important to get a somewhat even 

representation of individuals from the Tanzanian NGOs and the Swedish NGO. It is said that 

selections that are made according to certain criteria in order to better adapt to the aim of the 

study is called strategic selection and requires knowledge of the group from where the 

selection is made.
61

   

 

3.8 Credibility in methods and results 

To do research on cross-cultural cooperation can raise both practical problems and ethical 

dilemmas which have to be dealt with. It is impossible, in everyday situations as well as in 

research to disregard one‟s subjective frame of reference. Every researcher has his or her 

unique frame of reference. My interpretation is based on my preconceptions and pre-

understanding, which is influenced by previous experiences. Both mine and the respondent‟s 

interpretation influence the research situation.
62

 Even though I did my best explaining the 

purpose of my study to all the respondents, the study is still nothing but an intervention in a 

social context. This interference can be experienced as threatening to some people 

(Mikkelsen 1995:262).  
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Last but not least there is much to read in the methodological literature about the pitfalls with 

qualitative studies, interviews, observations and case studies,
63

 and since I have been aware 

of hazards like; 1. My presumptions could have an impact on what I put in focus and/or on 

my interpretations or 2. The way I ask questions or how I set up the interview situation could 

affect the answers we get or 3. The interviewer effect can cause respondents to give answers 

which they believe is suitable rather then what they real opinions are, I have tried to minimize 

the impact of these issues as much as possible. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
63 See for example Merriam 2008:47f, Thurén 1991:47f, Esaiasson et. al 2002: 261ff  



 21 

4. THE CASE STUDIES  

In this chapter I account for the case-studies and their backgrounds. To begin with I am 

giving a brief summary of the Tanzanian partner organisations, followed by explanations on 

how the different partnerships were developed and practiced. The information given is 

mainly based on internal documents, applications and the interviews that I have made. As 

mentioned, the three studied partnerships represent three different development programs, 

initiated and funded by Forum Syd. With this come both similarities and differences. Even 

though all three cooperation’s may differ in size, technicalities, outreach and objectives 

depending on what program they are linked to, they all more or less relate to the same key-

appearances under what qualities they are linked to Forum Syd and their various somewhat 

explicit and implicit authentic partnership rhetoric. 

 

4.1 The CHAWATA Partnership 

CHAWATA - Chama cha Vilema Tanzania
64

 (Tanzania Association of Disabled) is the 

largest national organisation in Tanzania that organizes people with physical disabilities. The 

national organisation was founded and built in 1982 while other branches were established 

successively, reaching 20 different branches in most of the regions in Tanzania in 2007. The 

objectives and aim of CHAWATA today is in brief to organise the physically disabled of the 

country through the different branches, to build their self-reliance, to fight for their human 

rights and to create a stronger nation-wide network for the physically disabled in Tanzania. 

On a more strategic longer term level, CHAWATA´s motive is to establish an organisation 

which better can advocate for the rights of the physically disabled and contribute to change 

the target group´s current economical, social and cultural situation. To reveal a picture of the 

organisations harsh economic situation in relation to its needs and challenges, CHAWATA‟s 

national income in 2006 (excluding donor funding) reached around 40 million Tanzanian 

Shillings, which is equivalent to 33 thousand USD or 205 thousand SEK.  

 

The co-operation between Forum Syd and CHAWATA that commenced in 1997 has from the 

very beginning been characterized through the method of Development Workers (or advisors 

as they now are called). The cooperation took off after that the Swedish organisation SHIA 
65

 

and Forum Syd, carried out a joint pre-study with the main objective of finding out what kind 

of organisational support CHAWATA would need. Thus, in that way it was clearly that it 
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was Forum Syd that developed the idea of starting the cooperation with CHAWATA. The 

official cooperation between Forum Syd and CHAWATA then started off in 1998 with the 

arrival of two Swedish development workers that was to help build and facilitate the 

development of the organisational capacities of CHAWATA in the Kagera-region in the most 

western part of Tanzania, with emphasis on tasks such as; surveys, plans and implementation 

of rehabilitation programs for the disabled, and building technical orthopaedic skills. 

 

According to Forum Syd documents that describe this cooperation, the development workers 

are expected to be co-workers in the already existing local organisation, something that fits 

quite well into the policy of partnership that SIDA advocates.
66

 Forum Syd states that; “the 

development workers tasks are as advisors to the local organisation to stimulate exchange of 

experiences based on the local needs”
67

 In this way the advisory role is looked upon as more 

desirable in contemporary development discourses than the former gap-filling role 

(occupying an ordinary, implementing position such as a nurse or an engineer) 

 

In year 2004, the cooperation between the two organisations radically changed its focus on to 

the development of the national body of CHAWATA, with its headquarters in Dar es Salaam. 

The cooperation now switched into strengthening CHAWATA on a more strategic national 

level, with much emphasises on work with advocacy and lobbying towards the national 

government and other national- and international institutions.
68

 The cooperation with Forum 

Syd through the DW‟s now came to include work on areas such as strengthening 

CHAWATA‟S constitution and internal democracy, and to monitor the development of the 

UN convention on the PWD.
69

 It was in connection to this that the partnership rhetoric was 

introduced on a more explicit level in the cooperation. In the chapter for general conditions 

for cooperation with CHAWATA it is stated that; “the principals and the working methods, 

under which the partnership is carried out, should be thoroughly evaluated on common 

grounds with a focus on parameters such as transparency, ownership and mutuality.
70

 

 

The cooperation with CHAWATA came to an end in December 2007 when the method of 

development workers were phased out as a result of funding circumstances, where SIDA 
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financially no longer supported the placements of DW´s without a considerably increased 

financial contribution from the  Swedish NGO. As a result Forum Syd couldn‟t any longer 

hold its DW positions.  

 

4.2 The ECOVIC Partnership 

ECOVIC – (The East African Communities Organisation for Management of Lake Victoria 

Resources) is an International NGO that operates through three different national chapters, 

covering Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda, namely the three nations that border and share the 

natural resources of the Lake Victoria basin. The idea to establish the regional organisation of 

ECOVIC was first mooted back in 1995 with the support of the UN
71

, in order to address and 

to approach problems related to poverty on a regional scale, so that the countries of the basin 

supposedly could better co-operate. The initiative, that received support from different 

international donors such as UNDP
72

 was however hard to realise at the first stage and 

ECOVIC remained a somewhat weak organisation during its first years of existence. 

 

As time went by, the organisation slowly started to gain raised institutional and financial 

capacity and in 2001 ECOVIC was finally constituted as a regional non-governmental 

organisation incorporated through different chapters in the three countries.
73

 Since then each 

country-chapter is registered separately in each of the three countries and ECOVIC is today 

run by one common regional chapter (with HQ situated in Mwanza, Tanzania) and three 

national chapters. As well as being a regional body, it is an umbrella membership 

organisation, with each chapter having hundreds of different NGOs, representing a broad 

scope of identified human- and environmental development problems around the Lake 

Victoria Basin. The work that is carried out by the member organisations can be categorized 

in fields such as; empowerment of communities and individuals; sound environments and 

sustainable use of natural resources; the combating of HIV/Aids and other health related 

obstacles to development and private sector capacity development for economic growth. As a 

member organisation, ECOVIC is today keeping not less then 350 members in its chapters all 

combined where the Uganda chapter has 97 members, Tanzania chapter has 200 members 

and Kenya has 50 members.
74

 Tanzania is therefore the greatest chapter of them all.   
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The background to the partnership between Forum Syd and ECOVIC stretches back to year 

2000 when a Lake Victoria Strategy was initiated by the Foreign Ministry of Sweden.
75

 

Amongst other views, the strategy outlined the important role that civil society could play in 

development of the Lake Victoria Basin in a regional context.
76

 When the idea of cooperation 

was formed, SIDA had just recently gained a longer experience on regional partnership 

cooperation‟s together with the civil societies in the Baltic-Sea region.
77

 The ideas and the 

comparative advantages of approaching the dilemmas in the Lake Victoria Basin, was 

therefore very much based on these experiences, where a network of “successful” 

partnerships between different actors had developed over time. The strategy that was soon 

adopted came to bear the name of LVI – The Lake Victoria Initiative. Since Forum Syd was a 

Swedish organisation, already active and present within the civil society in the Lake Victoria 

region at the time, the organisation was consulted by SIDA for a proposed collaboration on 

how to engage with the local civil society around the lake on the premises of the Lake 

Victoria Initiative.
78

  

 

After several pre-studies, jointly conducted by SIDA and Forum Syd and a few other civil 

society actors, an agreement was finally signed in 2003 on building a “partnership-program 

for strengthening the civil societies around the Lake-Victoria”.
79

 The program adopted the 

name of “The Forum Syd Lake-Victoria Civil Society Program”. Based on these pre-studies, 

the regional organisation of ECOVIC was said to be the best one suited for a pilot-

partnership, much because of its large number of member organisations and its waste regional 

geographical out-reach, but perhaps also due to the priority areas of the member 

organisations, which all was considered very much in line with the LVI-strategy.
80

 Prior to 

the start of the program in 2003 Forum Syd established a coordinating office in Mwanza, 

Tanzania for the purpose of the partnership, with a staff group comprised of one Swedish 

program coordinator, another Swedish program officer and 2 local Tanzanian programme 

officers.  

 

The partnership purpose, as reflected in the application for funds through SIDA in 2003 was 

to: “strengthening ECOVIC and its member organisations, on organisation development and 
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advocacy, for the purpose of strengthening: a) poor people to solve their own problems, 

improve their living conditions and basic needs; and b) ECOVIC’s role as regional 

representative of civil society”.
81

 

 

The partnership was clearly expecting results in various areas such as internal and external 

capacity development, development of democratic structures, gender-mainstreaming, 

information-sharing, organisational- and financial management, awareness on sustainable 

development, fund-raising, advocacy work and the mobilisation for active grassroots. The 

partnership ended in December 2007 as its pilot project time-frame came to an end, followed 

by a major external evaluation, mainly focused on quantitative output and results.
82
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5.  EMPIRICAL FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

In this chapter I both account for and analyse the empirical findings that I have received 

mainly through interviews and participatory observation while studying the cases.  I describe 

the kind of challenges that has been empirically manifested through the interviews and 

observations, and analyze them in relation to the theoretical framework of choice. I do this in 

order to investigate what socially constructed mechanisms affects the qualities in the 

processes of partnership and challenges the prospects of adhering to the present rhetoric of 

authentic partnership. As I have outlined earlier, the overall aim of my study has been to 

analyze what socially constructed mechanisms affect the qualities in the processes of 

partnership between NGOs in the development sector, and challenges both explicitly and 

implicitly described authentic partnership rhetoric that are present in several guidelines, 

policy’s and memorandums.  

 

5.1 Challenges to autonomy and ownership 

A frequently cited aspect to the formation of an authentic partnership in development 

cooperation between the north and the south is that a partnership should be based on the 

southern organisations own needs, development and priorities.
83

 In organisational theory, 

these aspects are closely related to aspects of autonomy and ownership for an organisation, 

which are seen as crucial parts for an organisation´s freedom to determine its own strategic 

directions and development without undue pressure from external actors.
84

 For the purpose of 

authentic partnership in development cooperation, autonomy is also defined relationally in 

the context of North-South relations of power: an autonomous organisation is able to 

maintain horizontal relations with other actors as equal.
85

 

 

When looking at SIDAs policy on partnership for NGOs, it is in several ways defined that 

partnership between NGOs should be based on the needs identified by the local Southern 

partner.
86

 They state that the concept of working through means of partnership refer to the 

idea of strengthening the ability of partners in cooperation to assume their responsibility for 

their own development on a sustainable basis. This is also something that resembles several 
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of Forums Syd‟s guidelines for their different cooperation‟s with civil society organisations 

in Tanzania.
87

 

 

When I looked at what challenges the local staff and the Swedish development workers 

encountered according to investigated needs in the Forum Syd – CHAWATA partnership I 

was through the interviews and observations often given answers that revealed an underlying 

bitterness or dissatisfaction. For example; the two present Swedish development workers had 

experienced needs in CHAWATA that they could not satisfy, such as equipment or financial 

support to employ more people. In CWAWATA, the interviewed local staff argued strongly 

that there had ever been a consistent need-assessment made, although the organisation had 

received different development workers for almost 10 years. The two DWs working in 

CHAWATA explained that much of the need for the development worker was based on the 

use of the development workers car and to sustain a link to other Swedish organisations that 

could sponsor or support them. When asking one of them what she thought CHAWATA 

really needed most of all, she answered “to be left alone so they don’t become too dependent 

(...) Initiatives of having a development worker placed in the local organisation must come 

from the organisation itself. And it hasn’t in this case”.
88

  

 

An equal view came from the other development worker that said: “it would be good if they 

would be without a development worker for a while, so CHAWATA finally could formulate 

their own needs”. Later the same development worker said that: “frankly speaking, the 

donors should send money according to CHAWATA´S own defined needs and the rest should 

we not interfere with, because that is what they really are asking for”.
89

 When asking the two 

representatives of CHAWATA the same question, regarding what the organisation needed 

most of all, they responded that the organisation needed resources somehow; both in terms of 

personnel and financial aid, but that it wasn‟t clear if this really was suppose to come from 

Forum Syd and Sweden.
90

  

 

Through providing personnel support to CHAWATA and other local partner organisations, 

the basic assumption seems to have been that there was a shortage of skilled manpower at 
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different levels.
91

 When discussing the need for the development workers as advisors in their 

partner organisations, many felt that this need was seldom high as both of the development 

workers rarely felt that their presences in CHAWATA were based on their unique skills, as 

these skills actually were possible to find in the local surroundings, and that they didn‟t have 

to be brought all the way from Sweden.
92

 When asking one of the officers in CHAWATA 

how he felt about the needs assessment he answered with some resistance in his voice that: “it 

is usually tailor made in order to fit into the requirements of Forum Syd, rather than to 

reflect the real needs of CHAWATA” (...) “Otherwise we probably wouldn’t get anything 

from them, and anything is better than nothing.
93

 Another representative of CHAWATA 

mentioned that; “even though it is not always clear what the DWs are supposed to do, it 

brings CHAWATA status through the eyes of other stakeholders and donors”.
94

 

 

In an authentic partnership, to share the needs and goals of the partner organisation is a 

fundamental issue, and as stated by the general agreements of the two partnerships, the 

Swedish partnership staff should be used to assist achieving the partner organisation‟s 

goals.
95

 First of all, for this to be possible, clear goals must exist within each partner 

organisation. In both CWAWATA and ECOVIC there exists clear written goals, and where 

they don‟t exist on paper, there seems often to exist some implicit goals that both the staff 

from Forum Syd and their counterparts are aware of, as one the Forum Syd‟s officials in the 

ECOVIC partnership responded when asked if there exist any clear goals within the partner 

organisation, “not on paper, but they are there”.
96

 Where there exist clear goals for the 

partner organisations there is a tendency from the Swedish employee‟s side to think they are 

over ambitious and not thoroughly well thought of.
97

 One Development worker in the 

ECOVIC partnership explained that there are many different goals within the partner 

organisation that are difficult to fulfil because they are”too fluffy and unclear”.
98

  A 

representative from ECOVIC said very secretly that: “goals are sometimes just put on a 

paper to satisfy Forum Syd” 
99
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As outlined earlier, principles of ownership constitute significant conditions in order to live 

up to the promises of an authentic partnership discourse. Ownership is seen as a prerequisite 

for cooperating parties to take command over their own development, i.e. to reach autonomy 

in relation to others. The presumption here is that an autonomous organisation is able to 

maintain horizontal relations with other actors as equals, while in contrast, a dependent 

organisation becomes locked into vertical relations, in which its freedom to determine its own 

strategic direction is constrained. 

 

According to the resource dependence theory of Salancik and Pfeffer, ownership signifies an 

increasing control over resources, such as the recruitment of a DW in the case of the 

CHAWATA Partnership.
100

 However before CHAWATA can control which DW to get, they 

depend on the consent from Forum Syd. This is described through the interviews where the 

process of receiving a Swedish DW seems to have been handled without any considerable 

needs assessment or involvement by the local NGO. In the interviews, both the DW´s and 

their local counterparts have often criticized this lack of a thorough and common understood 

assessment in the recruitment procedures. One of the professionals of CWAWATA even said 

that his organisation received a letter where they were asked if they were interested to initiate 

a renewed cooperation and needed another DW regardless of outspoken needs. CHAWATA 

was at the first point hesitant to the idea of receiving a DW that would get an insight of the 

organisation, but finally agreed without any consistent trouble shooting on what it really 

would imply for them as an independent organisation.  

 

A request for a development worker by the local organisation has for many years, often been 

the first step of establishing cooperation between Forum Syd and a local NGO. As the 

concept of partnership is built on agreed objectives of cooperation,
101

 Forum Syd want the 

partner organisation to share its views regarding the need of a development worker, that is, as 

an advisor and capacity builder. However, Pfeffer and Salancik argue that there are no 

requirements for participants when establishing a coalition to share private interests or any 

particular goal, since coalitions are justified as long as participants believe there is some 

advantage to be gained.
102

 This conflict of interests has also been reflected in interviews and 

observations. One DW explained at the regional annual meeting in 2006 that the local 

partners are not interested in common goals, but rather the resources given by the donor in 
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forms of personnel or material. The main reason for the partner organisations to apply for 

DWs is not their unique skills, but rather the free labour;” The organisation wants a DW as a 

gap-filler since they lack resources”.
103

 Another reason is to strengthen the ties to Swedish 

NGOs to ensure future support, as stated by one DW: “much of the need of me as a DW is 

based on that the organisation can use the car, receive money, and also the link to the 

Swedish NGO”.
104

  

 

This indicates that CHAWATA and Forum Syd don‟t share the view regarding the motives of 

a DW placement. As long as the partner organisations accept a DW, the chances of acquiring 

funding are increased, or as it have been stated in one of the interviews: “for development 

work to occur, funding is necessary”.
105

 The conflicting view regarding the actual motive of a 

DW placement doesn‟t seem to bother Forum Syd and a reason for this would according to 

Pfeffer and Salancik be that focus is concentrated on the output that a DW contributes to, 

rather than how DWs are acquired or any possible problems of acquiring them.
106

 Another 

reason for Forum Syd to downplay the lack of coinciding views regarding the actual motive 

for a DW placement is the demand from SIDA that cooperation between a Swedish and local 

organisation shall have the character of common interests regarding development of 

knowledge and skills. Forum Syd can avoid the expression of SIDA‟s demands by 

manipulate the illusion of satisfaction by restricting the partner organisations actual motives 

of acquiring a DW reaching SIDA. The partner organisation on the other hand can in this 

situation maintain a higher degree of autonomy by downplaying its awareness of Forum 

Syd‟s intentions of supplying a DW. Since refusal to follow demands is seen as a hostile 

action, it is generally better for organisations to avoid the expression of demands all 

together.
107

 Thus, the partner organisation will seldom say no outright to Forum Syd‟s 

demands and Forum Syd will restrict some information reaching SIDA.  

 

By manipulating the actual motive behind a DW placement, Forum Syd and its partner 

organisations have a greater chance of maintaining a higher degree of autonomy and in the 

long run their survival which, according to Pfeffer and Salancik is the interest of all coalition 

participants. Since, by continuing the cooperation indicates that they are benefiting from it.
108
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Since organisations are dependent on their environment, the external control of organisational 

behaviour is almost inevitable. In the case of Forum Syd‟s partner organisations the 

dependency should however be low since the need of a DW is low. So why bother to apply 

for DW´s? The answer can be found in the second dimension regarding the consequences of 

interdependence that is the control of the resources offered by Forum Syd.
109

 It is true that 

Forum Syd control the resource offered, but they don‟t control how the resource is used. This 

creates interdependence, since neither Forum Syd nor their partner organisations can entirely 

control all of the conditions necessary for the achievement of an action or for obtaining the 

outcome desired from the action.
110

 In order to survive, Forum Syd and their Partner 

organisations must deal with the environmental contingencies by negotiating exchanges to 

ensure the continuation of needed resources. When the partner organisations accept DWs it 

indicates that there is a need for them, while Forum Syd accepts that the partner organisations 

use the DWs as they wishes. By this kind of negotiation, Forum Syd ensures the continuation 

of resources from SIDA, while the partner organisations can form the DWs presence to better 

suit their needs. This manifests that Forum Syd and their partner organisations are a resource 

dependent coalition that can alter their purposes to adjust to new interests, even if it results in 

abandoning former interests, and when required, engaging in activities far from their original 

working field and their stated central purposes.
111

 

 

5.2 Challenges to transparency and common understanding 

When looking at the partnership between Forum Syd and ECOVIC, the concept and the 

understanding of it, seem not to have been immediately clear to any of the parties according 

to my interviews. The Memorandum of Understanding of cooperation formulates; “that the 

partnership cooperation between ECOVIC and Forum Syd should continuously be evaluated 

throughout the period, to ensure that there is transparency and mutuality upon the objectives 

of the cooperation”
112

. 

 

The ambiguity and the background to the partnership model between Forum Syd and 

ECOVIC, at least from SIDA‟s perspective, was a partnership that could strengthen the 

capacity of the regional civil society, much built on wisdom and knowledge from another 

experience, namely the different regional partnerships within the Baltic Sea‟s co-operation. 
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According to SIDA and their Lake Victoria Initiative (LVI), it was necessary, legitimate and 

even suitable to adopt a similar regional approach on how to cooperate with the civil society 

in the Lake Victoria basin.
113

 As stated earlier, Forum Syd way of working through means of 

partnership. “Should be building on agreements that are characterized by mutual 

understanding and trust”.
114

 

 

However, among several of the respondents representing ECOVIC, it was expressed strongly, 

how they have not participated meaningfully in the definition of their needs with regards to 

the partnership at all. There was a worry manifested in all of the interviews, that Forum Syd 

had just been forced to act as a „string-puppet‟ to SIDA‟s LVI strategy, a strategy that most of 

the respondents hardly got any proper information about, but still being considered as the 

very foundation to why SIDA considered to finance a partnership between Forum Syd and 

ECOVIC in the Lake Victoria region. Most of the Tanzanian chapter officials said they were 

unaware of the details of the background to the partnership between Forum Syd and SIDA. 

But as one ECOVIC representative put it; “I think we chose to stay on without raising 

criticism because Forum Syd gave us this impression that money and good cooperation 

would come along. We need to call a spade a spade…we needed to keep our promises to the 

grassroots which in fact had heard promising rumours about the partnership between 

ECOVIC and Forum Syd”.
115

 

 

It is clear from the interviews in the ECOVIC–Forum Syd partnership that SIDA‟s 

perspective and approach to intervening in the Lake Victoria basin through the financing of 

the partnership, was not commonly understood and reflected in the expectations of either 

organisations. In the interviews, it is variously argued that Forum Syd was a reluctant partner 

only persuaded by SIDA to work with ECOVIC.
116

  

 

A reluctant Forum Syd, engaged in a pilot partnership with what eventually emerges as a 

weak ECOVIC seem to raise many questions about how the understanding really was made 

and how the partnership became legitimate on a common ground during the planning-phases. 

Different expectations coupled with different understanding of the roles of the partners 

therefore seem to have undermined the conditions for a vibrant and productive partnership. 
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The Forum Syd co-ordinator of the program said in one of the interviews: “Maybe we as 

Forum Syd should have said NO to the engagement, since the mutual assessments of the 

partnership relations were not really there” (...) ”We should have the courage to say NO to 

partnerships in situations when where the idea of the partnership is born and developed 

externally between other organisations (SIDA and Forum Syd), and not consistently matched 

with the needs or the capacity of the local organisation”.
117

  

 

As described, in strategies and papers from Forum Syd and SIDA´s side, the purpose of the 

ECOVIC-Forum Syd partnership was to “strengthening the regional organisation of 

ECOVIC and its member organisations”.
118

 The support that the partnership received from 

SIDA was to meet operational and capacity building costs over a period of three years. 

Several areas were highlighted for work in terms of capacity building support, e.g. 

relationship between the region and chapters; and relationship between the chapters and the 

grassroots.  

 

During the interviews it comes out, that although the term “partnership” has been constantly 

used to describe the relationship officially, it is not clear why the relationship was referred to 

as a partnership in the first place. One of the officials of ECOVIC‟s regional headquarters in 

Tanzania thought he was speaking for the whole ECOVIC chapter of Tanzania, when he 

expressed: “Partnership implies equitable participation of two parties. The current 

perception in ECOVIC is that Forum Syd did not conduct itself as a partner; it mainly acted 

as a conduit of channelling of SIDA funds”
119

 and a second ECOVIC official said: “at 

ECOVIC we could not be anything but happy when we saw the initiative coming from SIDA, 

but we should have known better, as it later came clear to us that the motives and objectives 

behind the idea of a partnership was not at all equally rooted among the different parties or 

not either properly investigated to be shown possible”.
120

 Or as one of the officers 

representing Forum Syd expressed it; “I feel that one of the fundamental hardships within 

this partnership between Forum Syd and ECOVIC goes back to the very fact that all the 

parties kind of rushed into it, buying the whole concept of the LVI strategy from SIDA and its 

comparisons with the Baltic Region and so on”
121
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One of the strongest threads in the literature on legitimacy for organisations, relates to what 

Meyer and Rowan refer to as institutional isomorphism, where environmental pressures and- 

or decisions by organizational actors, institutions or other actors lead the organization to 

adopt structures, procedures, systems, and terminology and solutions shared by other 

organisations of the same type.
122

 Since these structures, procedures, systems, and 

terminology enjoy normative and cognitive legitimacy, organizations that adopt them 

increase their chances of success and survival in the context that they operate in. However, in 

the world of international development cooperation where contextual factors might differ 

considerably, the risk of de-legitimizing procedures and systems could be considered as being 

much higher compared to a more homogenous, let‟s say domestic environment.
123

  

 

The model for the partnership between Forum Syd and ECOVIC, seem not to have been 

immediately clear to any of the parties according to the interviews. Due to the respondents, 

one can really question why the partnership was made legitimate in the first place.
124

 The 

answers might lie in the reality that the partnership between Forum Syd and ECOVIC has 

been part of a complex three-legged process where SIDA could be seen as the real initiator to 

the partnership, in means of how and with whom they wanted to implement their own Lake 

Victoria Strategy. The power was simply with SIDA so to speak, when they were seeking 

actors that could deliver on their own legitimacy-needs, developed through their own 

guidelines of the official LVI Strategy. As DiMaggio and Powell define it; when organisation 

are looking for ways to address new tasks they face uncertainty, and a common strategy is 

often to imitate how other organisational solutions have operated, this is the essence of 

mimetic isomorphism.
125

  

 

It is clear that SIDA‟s strategies within the LVI, on how to establish co-operation with the 

civil society in the Lake Victoria Region, was ideologically rooted and affected by the earlier 

experience in the Baltic Sea. It also seem clear that this is where SIDA itself raised and claim 

its legitimacy on how and with whom to engage with in the Lake Victoria Region. However, 

this particular legitimacy might not have been able to bear fruit as several constituencies, 

cultural differences, levels of complexities and other prevailing premises in a Lake-Victoria 
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context did not function as equals to the situation for the Baltic Sea Region. Shedding light 

on this, it could be strongly argued that SIDA wanted to imitate the experiences from the 

Baltic Sea, where they gained legitimacy, and apply it on new solutions for the Lake Victoria 

Region.  

 

Meyer and Rowan state that: given the complexity of various types of legitimacy, an 

organisation is unlikely to be in a position to satisfy all actual and potential constituents who 

may confer or withhold legitimacy.
126

 This explains the importance but also the difficulties 

when initiators of a partnership will need to choose key environmental stakeholders to 

respond to, and avoid temptations to try to please everyone. Related to the case of the 

partnership between Forum Syd and ECOVIC, the issue of capacity-differences might have 

been one of several aspects that appeared as an obstacle for SIDA‟s opportunities to find 

satisfactory partners that could deliver and contribute to legitimacy of the Lake Victoria 

Initiative. If partnerships between organisations are desired, then there should be a clear 

understanding between the potential partners of what this entails and its implications for 

practice. According to the interviews it is shown that there was a big lack of common 

understanding of the partnership and one can really wonder how the different parties agreed 

on cooperation in the final stage of the process.
127

  

 

One explanation might be found from the perspective of the stakeholders, which is which 

one‟s the organisation courts for their legitimizing resources becomes an issue of power.
128

 

Who‟s legitimating matters is determined by relative social, political, and economic power. 

Steven Lukes sheds light on how power is socially constructed in that more powerful actors 

are able to shape the views and needs of other, less powerful actors.
129

 This dynamic means 

that the nature of power in inter-organizational relationships leads actors to believe that 

acting in the interests of more powerful partners is consistent with their own interests. As it is 

reflected through the interviews, it seems that both Forum Syd and ECOVIC have become 

victims to entrust SIDA‟s perspective behind the invitation to engage in the partnership, 

despite low performances and weak common understanding of the purposes from the 

beginning. SIDA should be perceived as the strongest actor among the parties, seeking to 

legitimate their prospects of work. 
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According to Meyer and Rowan organisations incorporate elements legitimated externally, 

because they almost unconsciously believe that it will increase their chances of survival and 

success, rather than for well evaluated reasons of efficiency.
130

 However, in the development 

sector, and certainly among the many civil society organisations in the South, it is almost an 

established culture, and a trend towards an illness of pleasing donors, who often present and 

deliver ideas that are developed and perceived as legitimate in a totally different context, far 

away from the new stakeholder reality.
131

 This process could be referred to as Institutional 

isomorphism according to DiMaggio and Powell.
132

 In the case of the Forum Syd-ECOVIC 

Partnership the interviews clearly reveals that is has been some kind of a negative loop, 

where SIDA surely might have failed to have included neither Forum Syd or ECOVIC in a 

successful understanding of the partnership. SIDA might have taken for granted that Forum 

Syd, being a well known Swedish key-player within the civil society, should have been able 

to inherit and maybe fully understand the concept of SIDA‟s strategy, and therefore 

legitimise the background, the motives and the purposes of the approach. However, it was 

clearly a limited understanding already at this level, and when it later came to include 

ECOVIC, the understanding of the three-legged regional concept of partnership, the whole 

concept seems to have collapsed in terms of common understanding, and therefore finally de-

legitimized at the end.  
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7. CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

Even though my research questions have been answered in the previous chapter, I still find it 

relevant and useful to provide a concluding discussion. My purpose, of getting increased 

understanding on what socially constructed mechanisms affect the processes of partnership 

and challenge the concept of “authentic partnership”, has now been fulfilled through the 

examination of the case-studies of research.  

 

The adoption of the partnership concept in international development has brought together 

different actors with unequal powers. This is also the case with Forum Syd and its resource 

weak partner organisations in Tanzania. According to SIDA‟s and Forums Syd‟s present 

policies and guidelines on cooperation with NGOs, it is important to be aware of these 

inequalities in order to bring an increased equality and mutual respect in the relationship. One 

of the important components to bring about increased equality and mutual respect in a 

partnership is ownership. That is to be perceptive to the local partners need. This component 

doesn‟t appear to be present in any of the cooperations between Forum Syd and its partner 

organisations. Both the recruitment processes of DW´s in the case of CHAWATA and the 

preceding processes in which the partnership with ECOVIC was developed confirm this as 

both of the partner organisations have little involvement. The limited or vague roles of the 

partner organisations in assessments and preparations of the conditionality of the 

cooperations further distorts the possibilities of forming an authentic partnership, since it 

causes unclear roles and lack of interest and common understanding. This is important to 

point out because if the cooperation is started with one part being left out from the beginning 

it is very difficult to improve or even come closer to an authentic partnership practice. 

Participation by the partner organisation on all levels in the cooperation is a precondition for 

developing their ownership in order to get closer to an authentic partnership practice.  

 

Another confirmation of weak ownership is the partner organisations actual difficulties of 

expressing their own needs. Under prevailing circumstances, the partner organisations seem 

to know very well that it is not possible to get support from Forum Syd in any other form 

than they are suggested and this is most probably the reason why the actual need is never 

expressed in any sufficient way. There is a conflict between the importance of ownership and 

the conditions of cooperation. An increased ownership can only be achieved with an 

increased local control over resources and the mechanisms under which the partnership 

concept is developed. My empirical investigation clearly indicates that it is rather Forum Syd 
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that invites the partner organisations for cooperation than vice verse. The role that legitimacy 

seems to play in this matter can not be underrated, where it is rather Forum Syd and SIDA 

that seek to enhance legitimacy on their own ideas and concepts developed to suit complex 

criteria for international aid and cooperation on the home front. In this way, it is very little the 

particular needs of the local organisation that will constitute and shape what every 

partnership will look like. Important parameters of authentic partnership such as 

transparency, common understanding and equality therefore fall into oblivion, as there is no 

shared common ground on why a particular form of partnership is adopted. As in the case of 

the ECOVIC partnership, the foundation of the model of cooperation has been developed to 

suit a regional cooperation with the civil society of the Baltic Region, and then adopted to 

raise capacities in the Lake Victoria Region without any considerable analysis on how it 

would be received in an entirely different context.  

 

Forum Syd has certain conditions regarding the flow of resources in all of the initiated 

cooperations which doesn‟t either allow for much increased ownership. The fact that the 

resources contributed by Forum Syd are valued higher than the resources contributed by the 

partner organisation is a further constraint to ownership, since it leads to more influence and 

control over the partner organisation and its actions. Thus, it is not strange that Forum Syd 

can‟t fulfil this partnership requirement, since it is impossible. This conflict seems not to have 

been discussed or problematized within Forum Syd, even though ownership is promoted at 

the same time that it is expressed that resource transfers never are unconditional. 

      

Forum Syds aim for the supply of personnel is that they should assist the partner organisation 

in the form of an advisor that can increase the organisation‟s capacity, while the partner 

organisation aim is to obtain free labour that can perform different kind of activities, and a 

link to further Swedish financial support. This proves that there exist little agreed objectives 

of cooperation, thus a very weak partnership. The reason for why the cooperation continues 

between Forum Syd and their partner organisations without agreed objectives of cooperation 

is that it is not of importance as long as both parts believe there is something to be gained 

continuing the cooperation. Forum Syd continues to get financial support from SIDA and the 

partner organisations continue to get free labour and opportunity for further Swedish financial 

support. The explanation for the continuation of support from SIDA, even though Forum Syd 

doesn‟t fulfil their parameters for its support through NGO partnerships, is that Forum Syd 
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reports to SIDA lack information regarding the non-coinciding views regarding the actual 

motive behind a DWs placement from the partner organisation‟s side.  

 

The fact that Forum Syd lacks an explicit partnership policy makes it difficult to evaluate that 

the cooperations Forum Syd have with its partner organisations are of the partnership 

character they themselves implicate as partnership. True, there exist agreements where 

conditions, objectives, and obligations are formulated, and to a lesser extent roles and 

responsibilities, but by looking at them it is impossible to say that it can be jointly formulated 

by Forum Syd and a partner organisation. Lack of resources is one of the main reasons for 

NGOs to apply for any kind of cooperation with Forum Syd, since it will provide resources 

and capabilities that are somehow desired by the partner organisations. At the same time this 

is an obstacle, not only to capacity development in general but also to the clear role of 

assisting the capacity building of staff and institutions. After all, in the eyes of the weaker 

organisation, it would be stupidity not to use this resource.       

 

Forum Syd‟s cooperation with their counterparts in Tanzania has many theoretical 

components similar to the partnership discourse, such as the focus on capacity development, 

and exchange of knowledge and experience. In practice however there is a huge difference 

between what the partnership discourse advocates and what is currently happening in the 

cooperation between Forum Syd‟s and their partner organisations.  

 

One of the key concepts to describe partnerships is equality and even though there is no 

precise meaning of the concept, it seems to mean that neither partner should feel forced upon 

or dominated. However it is impossible to experience equality as long as one part has the 

control of the most valued resources in a relationship that still resembles aid relationship from 

the past. That is partner organisations as receivers in a one-way relationship. Yet, with the 

awareness of sounding contradicting, if all parties are willing to recognize the inevitable 

inequality in development cooperation, there still is a chance to overcome it by working 

together.  
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APPENDIX I 

 

 

QUESTIONNAIRE: 

 

Themes to be 

covered 

Questions 

Background and 

initiating phase of 

the partnership 

 

 

- Motives 

- Needs 

- Control 

- Resources 

- Access to 

information 

 

 

Tell me about the development of the partnership? 

Who was in involved? 

Why engage in the partnership? 

Can you describe the process? 

Benefits of the partnership for your organisation? 

Transparency and access to information? 

The contracts for the partnership? 

Implementation 

and practice within 

the partnership 

 

 

- Interaction 

- Equality 

- Mutuality 

- Balance of 

power 

- Responsibilities 

 

 

Activities? 

 

Obstacles? 

 

Interaction and relations? 

 

Difficulties? 

Roles and responsibilities?  

Exercise of control? 

Impact on the organization? 

 

 


