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INDIA

STOPPING AS SUCCESS

This case study was developed as part of Stopping As 
Success (SAS), implemented by a consortium consisting 
of Peace Direct, CDA Collaborative Learning Projects, 
and Search for Common Ground, with support and 
funding from the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID). SAS is a collaborative learning 
project that aims to study the dynamics at play when 
ending a development program, and provide guidelines on 
how to ensure locally led development. In doing this, SAS 
looks beyond the technical aspects of an exit strategy to 
identify examples that demonstrate a transition toward 
locally led development. The case studies produced by 
the project highlight the past and present realities faced 
by international non-government organizations (INGOs), 
local civil society organizations (CSOs), and local NGOs, 
focusing in particular on how partnerships evolve during 
transitions or devolvement to local entities.

1. INTRODUCTION AND 
METHODOLOGY

Plan International registered in India in 1979 as an 
international organization. Funded by individual donors 
in the Global North, it starting work as a traditional 
sponsorship charity1 supporting children in rural 
communities. In 2010, Plan India transitioned to a full 
local entity, closing down its Plan International India 
office. The transition occurred due to four main reasons: 

1)  a national legislative change; 
2)  changes in the global development discourse; 
3)  the need for financial sustainability; and 
4)  the need to establish an Indian identity. 

While a change to India’s Foreign Contribution 
and Regulation Act (FCRA) created the initial 
need for a local structure capable of channeling 
financial resources, Indian staff were at the same 
time developing an ambition to become financially 
sustainable. Furthermore, as localization of the aid 
agenda became more prominent within development 
discourse, Plan International started to question its 
membership structure, whereby Plan entities in the 
Global North formed the organization’s Member’s 
Assembly. By contrast, Plan Country Offices – which 
implemented programs in the Global South – were 
not represented on the Member’s Assembly.

TYPE OF TRANSITION
This case study describes the transition of 
an international entity within India (Plan 
International) into a locally led organization (Plan 
India). The transition was triggered by a worsening 
operating environment for international actors, and 
driven by a desire to achieve financial sustainability 
and an autonomous identity.
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This report describes Plan India’s transition from 
international entity to locally led organization, focusing 
on the internal transition the organization underwent 
and the components that made it a success. The report 
draws on data from ten semi-structured key informant 
interviews with Plan India staff, as well as interviews 
with one of the organization’s partners at the time of 
transition. A short literature review was also conducted, 
as well as interviews with civil society experts.

2. CONTEXT

India hosts some 1.3 billion people,2 constituting 18% 
of the world’s population. The country has shown rapid 
GDP growth in recent decades, with the World Bank 
estimating it will be the world’s fastest-growing economy 
by 2021. As per the World Bank’s revised international 
poverty line of US$3.2 a day for lower middle-income 
countries, 659 million Indians (about half the country’s 
population) are poor. Within this category, 176 million 
people are living in extreme poverty.3 

In the 1960s and 1970s, a number of NGOs emerged in 
India focused on poverty alleviation, especially among the 
rural poor. Generally, despite the first Indian philanthropy 
funds (Tata Trusts) being set up as early as 1892, these 
were funded either by the state or international funders. 
In recent decades, an ever-increasing number of CSOs, 
alongside INGOs, have been working to address the 
country’s long-term systemic challenges. In 2015, the 
Indian Express reported that India has 3.1 million NGOs4 
– more than double the number of schools in the country 
and 250 times the number of government hospitals. This 
equates to one NGO per 400 people.5 These numbers 
indicate that while civil society is widespread in the 
Indian context, it is also fragmented due to the continued 
prevalence of poverty.

The FCRA – a law first enacted in 1976 and subsequently 
revised – is of key importance for CSOs and INGOs 
in India. Initially aimed at prohibiting political parties 
and their members from accepting donations from 
foreign sources, it currently also regulates the receipt 
of foreign aid contributions into Indian territories. 
It has and continues to play an important role within 
India’s aid context, with, for example, organizations that 
openly criticize the government potentially seeing their 
funding restricted due to the withdrawal of their FCRA 
registration. As such, critical engagement and dialogue 

with the government – which grants and controls FCRA 
status – is of utmost importance for civil society.

Recently, the Indian government adopted the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development. The agenda includes the 
United Nations’ 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), which set measurable and outcome-oriented 
social, economic, and environmental objectives. To achieve 
these by 2030, the National Institute for Transforming India 
(NITI Aayog) created an SDG India Index, which rates 
India’s 29 states using 62 national indicators in order to 
capture 13 of the 17 SDG targets. At the same time, India’s 
civil society has unified into a movement called “Wada Na 
Todo Abhiyan” (meaning “Don’t break your promise”), 
the aim of which is to ensure government accountability 
regarding the SDGs. As such, it is unsurprising that the 
government remains India’s largest contributor to social 
sector funding, at about 6% of GDP.6 

The funding landscape has, however, been changing, partly 
due to government legislation. In 2013, the Corporate 
Social Responsibility Act was brought into law, requiring 
Indian companies to spend at least 2% of their average 
net profit on social causes. This has resulted in an increase 
in private social sector funding. Meanwhile, foreign aid 
contributions declined by approximately 40% during 
2015–18 due to a government crackdown on NGOs 
for not complying with FCRA legislation, with data from 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs revealing that more than 
13,000 NGO licenses have been withdrawn in the past 
three years.7 On the other hand, individual philanthropic 
giving has increased, though it remains relatively small, 
particularly in relation to the country’s wealth, which is 
concentrated in the hands of relatively few people.8 This 
changing funding landscape has provided both challenges 
and opportunities for Indian civil society.

3. PLAN INTERNATIONAL INDIA’S 
TRANSITION TO LOCAL 
ENTITY

Plan International registered in India in 1979 as 
an international organization, initially working as a 
traditional sponsorship charity. While its main office 
was located in the country’s capital, New Delhi, its 
work on improving children’s rights took place across 
various Indian states. The Country Director of Plan 
International’s India office came from outside the 
country,9 while most of its staff were local. As per Indian 
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legislation, Plan International India had to work through 
local partner organizations in order to be allowed to 
deal directly with communities, which it successfully did 
for many years. By 1996, when Plan India was registered 
as a local NGO – specifically a Section 8 Company 
under the Companies Act (previously Section 25 
Company Trust)10 – Plan International India had grown 
to employ approximately about 100 staff. The local 
registration became a parallel structure to the Plan 
International India Country Office registration, but 
remained dormant for some time, until four key factors 
initiated the transition journey. Specially: 

1) a national legislative change; 
2) changes in the global development discourse; 
3) the need for financial sustainability; and 
4) the need to establish an Indian identity.

NATIONAL LEGISLATIVE CHANGE

A key reason prompting the transition was a significant 
change in India’s legislative framework. The initial local 
registration happened due to changes in the FCRA, which 
meant that INGOs were obliged to set up Indian entities 
to directly implement programs, raise funds, or conduct 
advocacy work – activities core to Plan India’s ambitions.

Advocacy – particularly on the topic of birth registration, 
which was historically not common practice in rural 
India – was of deep importance to the Plan India office.11 

However, without being a local entity, Plan International 
India was unable to lobby the government about the 
importance of birth registration.12 As observed by one 
interviewee: “For a long time, Plan International worked 
in India with a welfare-based approach, more focused 
on distributing books, school bags, etc. to children. 
Through the transition, gradually, Plan India has moved 
its programmatic focus to a more advocacy-based 
approach with a special focus on the girl child.”

CHANGES IN GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT 
DISCOURSE

Plan India’s local entity remained dormant for eight years, 
with the local board comprising Plan International staff. 
However, over this time the development discourse began 
to change, with a greater shift of power from the Global 
North to the Global South being discussed. During the 
1990s, debates on aid effectiveness and the importance 
of local ownership became increasingly topical, with Plan 

International Headquarters (IH) recognizing that new 
organizational models were needed in countries where 
poverty and wealth co-existed. As such, it developed a 
“Growth and Transition Policy.” This meant exploring 
new ways of working in Plan offices located in countries 
with an improved Human Development Index (HDI), 
particularly where the economic situation provided 
opportunities to mobilize local funds.

Within Plan International’s federation, discussions 
took place about the need for greater Southern 
representation in governance and handing over “power” 
to local boards. Plan International operated through 
a membership model whereby the National Offices 
in fundraising countries controlled the governance 
of the organization through the Member’s Assembly. 
However, Country Offices – which implemented Plan 
International’s programs – were not represented on this 
governance body. This was a complex and political path 
to navigate, as “some powerful NOs [National Offices] 
had serious concerns about transferring the oversight 
of the program portfolio to Plan India.”13 

In 2002, a strategic planning meeting took place, 
which laid out the transition toward becoming a fully 
local Plan India office that would also be represented 
in Plan International’s Member’s Assembly. Within 
Plan International’s federation, this would give 
rise to a new structure called the “Field Country 
National Organization” (FCNO), which would allow 
representation on the Member’s Assembly. As one 
interviewee commented: “It was beautiful. The small 
organization would take over the big one.”

FINANCIAL SELF-SUSTAINABILITY

A key motivation for transitioning was the vision 
of becoming a full, self-sustaining member of Plan 
International. However, it was recognized that seed 
funding from Plan International was required to achieve 
this. A detailed business plan outlined the steps needed 
to create an independent board, start marketing and 
fundraising activities within India,14 and appoint a 
National Director. A grant from the Finnish government 
provided the seed funding required.15 

Despite the fact that, even today, Plan India is not 
fully financially self-sustainable, the organization has 
commented that, following the transition, it has been 
able to reach areas that were previously outside Plan’s 



STOPPINGASSUCCESS.ORG   |    5

traditional sponsorship areas. Whereas money used to 
be tied to sponsorship locations, now Plan India can 
allocate funds where it deems appropriate. For example, 
it was able to reach children from marginalized sections 
of India residing in the North-Eastern states, as well as 
provide financial support after the Kerala floods in 2018. 
In addition, Plan India was able to start urban programs 
focused on the most excluded and vulnerable children. 
Senior staff who were interviewed stated there was 
now greater flexibility in spending money raised locally, 
with the move toward locally funded development a 
hallmark of successful transition.

Furthermore, IH set out the importance of continued 
growth for Plan International, with funding diversity an 
important driver in achieving this.

ESTABLISHING AN INDIAN IDENTITY

During the process of IH exploring alternative ways to 
fundraise, it reached out to a number of “new paradigm 
countries,”16 proposing that the traditional INGO model 
be replaced by one that also involved raising funds 
locally. Plan India decided to rise to this challenge, putting 
itself forward as one of Plan International’s transition 
countries. The transition was communicated positively to 
all staff and regarded as a constructive challenge for the 
Plan India office. Plan India set itself the goal of becoming 
a nationally importance institute, strategically building its 
national presence through both marketing and advocacy. 

In interviews, Plan India staff proudly shared that they 
currently support and work closely in partnership with 
the Indian government in formulating national policies. 
For example, Plan India recently signed a memorandum 
of understanding with the government as part of the 
latter’s Aspirational Districts Programme, something 
which would not have been possible had it not 
transitioned into a local entity.

4. OUTCOMES AND IMPACT

Plan India has come a long way since its transition into 
a local entity, directly impacting around 1.7 million 
children in 5,400 communities across 25 states. Over the 
years, it has worked with various partner organizations 
– such as the government, private corporations, and 
local CSOs – holding to principles of mutual respect 
and mutual benefit.

Plan India did not undertake its transition merely for the 
purposes of registering as a local entity, but, importantly, 
because it wished to develop its own identity. In doing 
so, it has not only made a difference regarding locally 
led development in India, but also acted as a positive 
example within Plan International. In 2009, a two-person 
team appointed by IH to conduct due diligence of the 
transition concluded it had been a “success,” with Plan 
India’s leadership team ensuring that there were “Good 
internal controls and high-quality programs, so that the 
due diligence team could not feel doubtful.” In doing so, 
Plan India demonstrated how the larger organizations 
within Plan International’s federation could learn from 
the smaller organizations.

Plan India has become a mentor for other organizations 
undergoing transition. It is currently, for example, a 
learning partner for Plan Indonesia, which is undergoing 
a similar transition from international entity to local 
organization. In addition, Plan India’s communications 
team plays a vital role for other National Offices, which 
draw on Plan India’s ground-level stories of change to 
aid their international communication and fundraising 
initiatives. At the same time, Plan India’s communications 
team has benefited and learned from working with 
colleagues in other countries.

While strong local leadership and a comprehensive 
communication strategy were the most important 
lessons highlighted in the case study interviews, it 
should also be noted that Plan India has worked 
hard toward becoming a financially self-sustainable 
organization. This is of particular importance given that 
the traditional sponsorship model of fundraising has 
been in decline over recent years. During the 2018/19 
financial year, Plan India was able to diversify its sources 
of funding, raising funds globally as well as in India. It is 
noteworthy, though, that over half its funds are raised 
locally. Currently, the organization has about 45,000 
donors, of which as many as 42,000 are individuals. 
Thanks to account management, Plan India has set the 
financial gold standard for the wider Plan International 
federation, playing an important role regarding 
“Southern representation” in the Member’s Assembly.

In order to create more evidence-based advocacy, Plan 
India has worked on developing and advocating for 
(through the legal system) the Gender Vulnerability 
Index, which has poverty, education, health, and 
protection components. The organization continues 
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to work with children, with a particular focus on girls, 
adhering to its motto of “Learn, Lead, Decide and 
Thrive.” Plan India’s story demonstrates that an INGO 
transition is not only beneficial for the local entity 
and the communities it serves, but also for the wider 
federation it remains affiliated with.

5. KEY LESSONS

While Plan International India Office’s transition to a 
local entity provides many lessons, two main areas were 
paramount in making the transition a success: local 
leadership and communication.

LOCAL LEADERSHIP

The role of local leadership – especially the National 
Director,17 Country Management Team (CMT), 
transition team, and the local board – was crucial to 
making the transition a success. Some of their successful 
practices are described below.

Ensure complete alignment of two organizational 
leaders. The role of local leadership in facilitating a 
smooth transition cannot be underestimated. In 2004, a 
National Director  was appointed, operating alongside 
the existing (international) Country Director for a 
year, during which time the Plan International India and 
the Plan India offices co-existed. Interestingly, staff not 
feeling any difference between the two leaders. Instead, 
they operated with a single voice, ensuring the two 
entities felt like one. As one interviewee noted: “We all 
worked under the same roof and were able to build 
a relationship.” Another interviewee commented: “The 
then Country Director fully believed in the process of 
transition and was extremely supportive throughout.”

Set up a new senior management team with 
prior transition-related experience. A new CMT 
was established for the FCNO structure, some of 
whom had prior experience of transitioning an INGO 
to a local entity. They were therefore well aware of what 
challenges might be faced. In particular, this experience 
helped both the CMT and the transition team anticipate 
and manage the risk of miscommunication, or lack of 
communication, during the transition period. Throughout, 
the leadership walked the talk with sincerity, displaying a 
clear commitment to the transition. It should be noted 
that the local CMT performed these tasks in addition 

to their regular jobs, as they felt this was preferable to 
bringing in a new person. Staff we interviewed indicated 
that the CMT made the “bumpy road” of the transition 
appear smooth. As mentioned by one interviewee: “We 
tried to keep disruption to the minimum.”

Appoint a Transition Manager. A Transition Manager, 
trusted and well respected by staff, was appointed. 
Crucially, the Transition Manager was not a part of the 
CMT, rendering them a “neutral party,” and therefore 
making it easier for junior staff to approach them with 
concerns and queries.

Streamline back- and front-end processes. A 
distinction was made between back-end and front-
end work. The former focused on communication with 
staff and partners, with processes for all steps involved 
clearly laying out. For the latter, a comprehensive 
checklist of back-end action points – closing down bank 
accounts, issuing new contracts, etc. – was created, with 
the transition team steadily working their way through 
them. Thus, a systematic listing of all tasks and a step-
by-step approach was employed. As one interviewee 
commented: “The process did not happen in a day’s 
time; it was a gradual process.”

Emphasize teamwork. Throughout, the CMT 
emphasized that teamwork was paramount, employing 
an internal motto of “Together Everyone Achieved 
More (TEAM).” In doing so, they created a positive 
goal that everyone could work toward collectively. 
The team spirit was such that when Plan International 
implemented a salary freeze (during the global financial 
crisis of 2007/08), Plan India (which was no longer 
bound by Plan International rules), decided to also 
freeze its salaries in solidarity. Many interviewees 
mentioned the importance of working as a team, with 
one representative comment being: “A leader is as good 
as the team.”

Create a dynamic and active board. The development 
of a strong, local, and independent board was set out as 
part of Plan India’s transition plan. Board positions were 
established in accordance with the organization’s need, 
with high-caliber people bearing appropriate skillsets 
approached to join. Once established, the CMT involved 
the board in key decisions and actively sought board 
members’ mentorship. Board members – comprising 
media, finance, government, and corporate sectors 
leaders in India – committed to meeting in person four 
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times a year, despite a legal requirement of only having to 
meet twice a year. The board provided mentorship to the 
National Director and CMT on a need-specific, rolling 
basis, in four key areas: 

1)  governance; 
2)  financial accountability; 
3) marketing and communication; and 
4)  program implementation. 

As one interviewee observed: “The board is a sounding 
board. They’re engaging, very supportive, but also 
demanding and they ask us difficult questions. They 
made themselves available to mentor us and played a 
very important role with the CMT and transition team.”

Manage the complete and smooth closing down 
of the old entity. Just as important as the starting of 
the new entity (Plan India) was the closing down of the 
old entity (Plan International India). Closing down the old 
office in an efficient and comprehensive manner meant 
dealing with previous rental agreements, partnership 
contracts, bank accounts, assets, insurances and licenses, 
among other administrative and financial requirements. 
This required a lot of time, work, and attention, which 
was duly granted. As one staff member commented: “You 
want to close something with a clean slate.”

Make use of cross-country learning. Plan India’s 
National Director had multiple conversations with the 
transition team in Colombia. Furthermore, there was 
a bi-weekly triangular call between the CEO in IH and 
the new National Directors in Colombia and India. 
This supported cross-country learning on transitioning 
to local entities. While the challenges faced in India 
were very different from those in Colombia, it was 
nevertheless useful to exchange information and have 
a support network, particularly regarding the issue of 
South–North representation within Plan International’s 
Member’s Assembly. As one interviewee commented: “It 
is always good to know that you are not alone.”

COMMUNICATING THE TRANSITION

Given members of the transition team were aware of 
the potential consequences of a lack of communication 
or miscommunication, they were mindful of developing 
a people-centric communication strategy for staff and 
partners. Every possible step was taken to ensure clear 
and transparent communication with stakeholders, with 
the risk of getting it wrong emphasized by one of the 
interviewees: “The transition had to be correct the 
first time, because when you are dealing with people, 
there are no second chances.” Below are some of 
the practices that worked well for Plan India, with the 
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caveat – expressed by interviewees – that there can be 
no one-size-fits-all approach, as each organization has 
its own culture of communication.

Communicate the need for transition. The first 
question posed by staff was: “Why is this happening?” 
The vision of the transition was used to help answer this 
question, providing staff with a rationale to be proud of. 
Transitioning to a local entity was communicated as a 
positive challenge, with the goal being to work together 
in order to achieve this.

Have regular and timely transition team 
meetings and updates. In addition to their regular 
roles and responsibilities, the CMT and transition team 
made time to come together and update each other 
regularly. Close to the transition deadline they even 
met daily, sharing concerns and ensuring time and 
resources were made available to address them. As one 
interviewee observed: “Every question from staff and 
partners was attended to”

Utilize multi-channel, staff-specific communication. 
The ¬CMT realized that there was anxiety among staff 
about their employment status, and therefore “Staff were 
clearly told that they were not going to lose their job 
because of the transition.” To address this, the CMT created 
a wide range of inclusive communication tools, ensuring 
everyone was heard, either in person or anonymously. As 
one interviewee stressed: “Give updates on a regular basis 
and create a common goal for everyone.” Communication 
methods used included: 

1)  townhall meetings at which all staff had the transition 
explained to them at the same time – visually as well 
as orally – thereby avoiding speculation and rumor 
mongering, and instead facilitating transparent 
communication; 

2) a transition-specific secure email address used 
to send regular email updates or for staff to ask 
anonymous questions; 

3) a suggestion box inviting critical but anonymous 
feedback from staff; and 

4)  an open-door policy implemented by CMT members 
and the Transition Manager whereby staff could walk 
into their offices and raise questions and concerns 
at any time.

Employ partner-specific communication. 
Partners were assured that their work and terms of 
engagement would not change and, as regards their 
collaboration, the transition was no more than a 
change in paperwork. Any grievances brought forward 
by partners were resolved. As one interviewee stated: 
“We gave assurance – for partners it was business 
as usual.” Even so, for some partners, the fact that 
Plan was becoming a local entity raised concerns. 
As one partner explained: “Now we can’t tell the 
government we are working with an international 
organization.” Explaining the vision for Plan India 
was used to reassure partners, with board members 
occasionally attending meetings in order to provide 
further assurances. Crucially, as one interviewee 
commented: “Partner organizations were involved 
in a consultative process right from the beginning of 
the transition.” The same interviewee went on to say: 
“… in addition to annual in-person partner meetings 
for strategic planning, regular email and telephonic 
communication exists between Plan India and its 
partners.”

Ensure swift and efficient creation of paperwork. 
Attention to detail in terms of paperwork was 
tremendous, and meant that Plan India could offer all 
100 of its staff both their redundancy and their new 
employment contracts at the same time, with all HR 
transition processes completed within a week. Efforts 
were made to keep job profiles, pay scales, and other 
employee benefits the same after the transition. 
As a result, staff attrition was avoided during the 
transition. As one interviewee commented: “Change 
only happened on paper.”

Create a positive narrative of change. The CMT 
and transition team considered their words carefully, 
with communication delivered in a positive tone in 
order to cultivate confidence and encourage people 
to align themselves with the transition. Through 
creating a shared vision and common goal, senior 
leadership was able to develop a sense of loyalty and 
belonging toward the organization. As one interviewee 
observed: “Everything was taken in a positive way.” 
Meanwhile, multiple interviewees emphasized the 
sentiment that “The key to a successful transition is 
communication, communication, communication!” 
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