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[DRAFT] MUTUAL CAPACITY
STRENGTHENING GUIDELINES FOR

TRANSITIONS TO LOCAL OWNERSHIP
This resource was developed as part of Stopping As Success: Locally Led Transitions in Development (SAS+), implemented
by a consortium consisting of CDA Collaborative Learning Projects, Peace Direct, and Search for Common Ground, with
support and funding from the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) under the Local Works
Program. SAS+ is a four-year cooperative agreement (2021-2025) funded under the Local Works Program of the Bureau of
Inclusive Growth, Partnerships, and Innovation (IPI) in the Local, Faith, and Transformative Partnerships Hub
(USAID/DDI/LFT Hub). SAS+ generates learning about how to facilitate development transitions from international to local
actors at the organizational, project, and activity level. The SAS+ goals are:
● To enable development partnerships to be more locally led;
● For transitions to be more effective and sustainable for the local actors involved; and
● For systems of development actors to be more responsive to the communities in which they work, especially the

dynamics of conflict affected contexts.

Since 2022, SAS+ has accompanied organizations actively undergoing or planning for transitions, and leveraged the learning
outcomes of the original Stopping As Success (SAS) program (2017-2020), including 19 original case studies and 25+
corresponding tools and resources. This work with partners has allowed us to pilot the resources developed in the original
SAS project and to further refine several resources focused on key themes including mutual capacity strengthening, financial
sustainability, and communications, as well as a synthesis of SAS+ learning throughout the stages of a transition. These
resources will be released in draft form during an open feedback period, to allow them to best reflect the experiences of
organizations grappling with transitions to locally led development.

This resource will be open for feedback until June 19th, 2024. Feedback can be shared through the SAS+
website or by emailing Michael Robinson at mrobinson@sfcg.org.
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PURPOSE OF THESE GUIDELINES
This resource provides general principles and guidance to practitioners at all levels. It draws from 19 case studies
of transitions involving INGOs and local organizations, as well as through experiences accompanying and learning
alongside 10+ SAS+ partnerships with transitioning organizations in nearly 30 contexts. Here we highlight1

mutual capacity strengthening as a way to encourage shared ownership over transition processes and support
partnerships that account for power dynamics and respect the value all partners bring, as well as to assist with
planning and implementation of capacity strengthening activities during responsible transitions, such that they2

promote greater local ownership. Responsible transition refers to a jointly led, planned and gradual process of
transfer of technical and procedural ownership from an international to local level, while maintaining some form
of relationship. Responsible transitions can happen at an organizational, programmatic, or activity level. They
focus on achieving a shared vision of transition that sets up local actors to sustain and grow their impact. This
document addresses familiar challenges to capacity strengthening and new challenges drawn from our experience
relevant for anyone planning, implementing, or funding a transition process.

For simplicity, in many instances this document directly addresses ‘international organizations (INGOs)’ and
‘local partners;’ however, those using the guidance may take liberty to tailor advice as appropriate. Finally, this
guidance is not sector specific. Guidelines are meant to be organizational and relational, rather than tailored to a
specific type of programming.

AUDIENCE
Though intended for practitioners, there are multiple additional stakeholders to whom this resource will be
useful. In particular, those in charge of institutional learning, and those determining capacity strengthening and
support activities. The relevant parties for this resource include:

1. Local actors, communities, and organizations
2. International organizations (HQ staff, field teams and SMT teams at field level, governing Boards)
3. Networks at the local, national, or international level
4. Consultants within the humanitarian, development and peacebuilding sectors
5. Funders of transition processes

SUMMARY
Capacity strengthening during programmatic and organizational transitions should be considered a joint,3

mutually beneficial process, one that not only addresses a diversity of needs. but also acknowledges the context

3 Programmatic transitions refer to the transfer of responsibility of a project or activity. Organizational transitions refer to
transitions that may happen outside the scope of a project or grant, and often involve a transfer of responsibility or
ownership of a local office/entity to local staff.

2 Responsible transition refers to a jointly led, planned and gradual process of transfer of technical and procedural
ownership from an international to local level, while maintaining some form of relationship. Responsible transitions can
happen at an organizational, programmatic, or activity level. They focus on achieving a shared vision of transition that sets
up local actors to sustain and grow their impact.

1 SAS+ partners (case study partners and partners in accompaniment) have been based in Bangladesh, Bosnia-Herzegovina,
Burundi, Colombia, DRC, Dominican Republic, Georgia, Guatemala, India, Kenya, Liberia, Moldova, Morocco, Myanmar,
Netherlands, New Zealand, Nigeria, Philippines, Thailand, Timor-Leste, Uganda, UK, USA, and partners spread across
multiple geographies. Examples of SAS+ partnerships include local organizations transitioning into leading and managing an
activity or a project, international organizations and their country office(s) planning to transition into an independent entity,
donors looking to understand how responsible transitions can be better planned for, among other forms of partnerships
during transitions.
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and power dynamics surrounding a transition. In practice, those typically in power, international organizations
and donors based in the Global North, are often defining the timeframes and benchmarks within transitions,
including the capacity strengthening criteria for local actors involved. This imbalance of power in4

decision-making and determining priorities often leads to a lack of consideration for how the partnership can
grow capacities or transform each partner involved.

Partners learn from each other during capacity strengthening processes in transitions, and, as a result, grow and
change. International organizations learn a great deal about local contexts and the appropriateness of certain
development models and program designs from local staff, partners, and other interlocutors. They test ideas,
strategies and programmatic options with local partners and communities and (often, though not always) learn
from their failures and successes. Likewise, local organizations learn from the experience of international
colleagues from other contexts, as well as international standards and innovations.

These practical guidelines combine our findings across both the SAS (2017-2020) and SAS+ (2020-current)5

projects:
1. Transitions and partnerships should consider making capacity strengthening a mutual

process. This challenges existing power dynamics and assumptions that local partners are the only ones
who need capacity strengthening, and allows for a greater sense of shared ownership over the transition.

2. It takes more than mutual capacity strengthening to plan and implement a responsible
transition. In addition, responsible transitions often factor in communication norms and practices, a
transition vision shared by all partners, transition champions, and more.

3. All partners should consider their existing capacities and explore capacity needs relevant
for their role in a transition. Material, operational, and support that addresses power imbalances and
builds trust, along with other capacities should not just be a focus for local organizations, but should be
considered by all partners.

4. The starting point for mutual capacity strengthening is listening, and it remains essential
throughout the transition. Create space for active listening to be able to understand existing
capacities, capacity gaps relevant for the transition, and the long-term interests of each partner to see if
the transition could support those as well.

5. Mutual capacity strengthening processes should use shared language and inclusive framing.
Language matters as an indication of ‘whose learning and capacities’ are important during transition.
Inclusive framing over the process avoids misunderstandings about the transition and each other’s role in
carrying it out. This is also an effective way to promote solidarity, respect, and a shared vision.

6. Clearly outline roles for mutual capacity strengthening. This should be done at the onset of the
partnership, prior to making decisions about capacity needs. These roles should be complementary,
avoiding redundancy, and should factor in essential ‘soft’ skills; empathic listening, mutual respect, and
open dialogue are effective in dealing with challenges during partnership. Additionally, establishing a clear,

5 SAS+ sought not only to generate new learning in the current phase of the project, but also sought validation of existing
learning, including through sourcing feedback from SAS+ champions and partners.

4 ‘Local actors’ recognizes the diversity of people working in their communities or at the sub-national or national level. It
encompasses individuals, communities, networks, and practitioners working in organizations, private entities and
governments that set their own agendas, develop solutions, and lead to make those solutions a reality.
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shared vision for the transition from the design phase is crucial to maintain accountability in the roles
and the actions taken on by partners in transition.

7. Determine capacity strengthening priorities mutually, and narrow the focus to support
what transition stakeholders say matters most. Provide support that strengthens existing capacity
and is tailored to the needs of the partners in transition, as well as the aims of the transition itself.
Capacity strengthening can go beyond training, and the planning and implementation can serve as an
opportunity to address power and build trust, as well as provide organizational and technical support.

8. Regularly reflect on mutual capacity strengthening activities and progress towards the
transition vision and project objectives, as well as interest and opportunities for continued
partnership. Having pause and reflect moments with a focus on mutual capacity strengthening
processes allows for reflection on both how mutual or not the partnership is, as well as the actual
progress in strengthening capacities. This supports adaptability within the transition, and allows for
greater awareness of the ways partners can identify ways that make sense to remain in partnership or
otherwise connected post-transition.

Understanding whose capacities, what capacities, and how capacity and learning are best developed to achieve
the aims of local ownership and leadership is critically important to communities, donors, and international
organizations considering a transition. The process of shifting decision-making and authority from
internationally to locally led not only requires careful planning on how this is done, but also consideration of
who is involved and what types of support matter most during these processes.

1. UNPACKING MUTUAL CAPACITY STRENGTHENING
This section will address the questions: Why “mutual capacity strengthening”? What are examples of mutual capacity
strengthening in practice?

The humanitarian, development and peacebuilding sectors are grappling with approaches to advance local
ownership, and to work towards locally led development and decolonization in practice. Specifically, many6 7

international organizations and donors are turning to local capacity strengthening as a solution to increase8

locally led development and support local sustainability and impact.

Several challenges come with these well-intended efforts, which often fail to understand the interests of local
organizations. “Training from INGOs is often a blanket package, not contextualized, often irrelevant for local
contexts.” When capacity strengthening activities are not tailored to the context, existing capacities, nor the9

goals for the transition of the local organization, it is often not useful. Though this is not to discredit some of the
ongoing advancements and innovation in capacity strengthening activities and processes, SAS+ has heard from
local partners that “we must get past the training paradigm.” The ‘paradigm’ in this sense is not merely the10

prevalence and persistence of training methodologies, but also how capacity is delivered, the assumptions behind
whose capacities need developing and why their capacities need strengthening, and even what capacities are
prioritized and by whom, are at the foundation of the issue. However, when locally-driven, “capacity

10 Ibid.
9 Participant, Stopping As Success regional evidence review meeting in Bangkok, Thailand, March 2019
8As an example, see USAID’s Local Capacity Strengthening Policy here: https://www.usaid.gov/policy/local-capacity-strengthening

7 Locally led development and decolonization can be mutually supportive, but are distinct. Decolonization seeks to address
the roots of colonization within modern systems, so solutions often seek to create new systems while dismantling the old.

6 SAS+ uses the word “local” to refer to people within their own context, which may be at a community, sub-national, or
national-level. We see “locally led development” as local actors owning and setting their own agendas, developing solutions,
and leading to make those solutions a reality.
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[strengthening] is not a waste of time, but can be important and constructive.” Furthermore, SAS+ has seen11

that exploring the capacities of all partners and addressing them mutually further breaks traditional training
paradigms and allows for a more authentic sharing of capacity in transitions.

An additional challenge that exists is a prevalent assumption among international actors that is harmful to
achieving equitable partnership; that capacity strengthening is only necessary for local partners. This traditional
view of a one-sided transfer of capacity reinforces existing power dynamics , rather than12

challenging them, which should be a key component of any effort meant to contribute to locally led
development and decolonizing the sector. As INGOs look inward, more and more are identifying internal
mentality and knowledge gaps, as well as their own capacity strengthening needs to foster quality partnerships
with the Majority World, work more responsibly with their local counterparts, and ultimately better fulfill their
missions.

There is an organic exchange of know-how, lessons, insights and tacit knowledge gained from real-time
experimentation. Local organizations are often operating in ways that require them to remain highly adaptive
based on the immediate needs of their context. Capacity strengthening, therefore, should also allow for
adaptation and the flexibility to test new and dynamic approaches. When we fail to acknowledge this and
continue to push for mono-directional “capacity strengthening,” from an international organization to a local
entity, we risk reproducing poor and colonial development practices that compound the challenges that local
actors face when navigating the sector.

12 Power imbalances are common across the humanitarian, development, and peacebuilding fields, with donors and
international actors often writing grants or proposals that are designed with minimal local leadership or insight, and thus,
the priorities that are addressed through this work are often not fully (and at times, not even partially) reflective of local
needs.

11 Quote from consultation participant, SAS online consultation, October, 2017. Cited in: “INGOs as Yeast, Not the Flour,”
CDA Blog Post, April 2018.
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This is why SAS+ believes in mutual capacity strengthening, or a process of strengthening skills,
knowledge, and network contacts in which all actors participate as equal partners. Mutual capacity
strengthening can and should look differently depending on the partnership and existing capacities of all partners,
as well as the transition goals and objectives. To further illustrate this, below are a set of examples to illustrate a
variety of capacity strengthening activities relevant for all partners involved in a transition. International and local
entities undergoing transition will have unique needs, based on contextual, relational factors, and existing
capacities.

Mutual Capacity Strengthening In Practice - Examples from SAS+ Partners
in Transition
SAS+ has seen numerous examples of local organizations sharing capacities with international organizations, and
supporting donor learning as well, including:

● Significant existing social capital. Local organizations driving transition processes are often well
networked within the community/ies they work in, with local government departments and officials, as
well as other NGOs and CSOs. In many instances, these local organizations play a bridging role between
communities, governments, and other local or international organizations. From a sustainability
standpoint, it is important for INGOs to recognize and support these existing systems within transitions,
and to recognize that not all local organizations will need support to build social capital.

● Expertise in determining appropriate organizational models. In many instances, local
organizations have already determined appropriate organizational models suitable for their respective
contexts. In the SAS+ Georgia case study, BRIDGE studied other local Georgian NGOs to teach
themselves about a range of governance and organizational models that worked well in their context. In
the SAS+ Bosnia and Herzegovina case study, the local entity (Partner) established a successful
governance model. In fact, the model worked so well that the INGO partner (Mercy Corps) retained
two positions on the Board for both governance and observational value – to inform Mercy Corps
microfinance programming elsewhere. In the SAS+ Colombia case study, the local entity (SOS
Colombia) instituted wide-scale operational changes to successfully transition the organization and also
enable rapid scale up post-independence.

● Learning that contributes to wider organizational transition or other strategies that aim to
increase locally led development. SAS+ worked with many partners who were planning multiple
transitions, and used the learning from their first transition to support a wider strategy, including hosting
learning exchanges with previously transitioned country offices and offices going through or planning for
transitions. HelpAge International, an organization dedicated to promote the wellbeing of older men and
women across the world, has been going through their own transition with 13 country offices. The Help
Age Transformation Team has put in place a “localization strategy” that has brought to light the various
governance models transitioning country offices have adopted to shape the future of their work.
Between the nationalization model, the social enterprise model, and the non-nationalization/network
based model, the HelpAge International Transformation team is able to support and learn from diverse
transitions, and thereby cement themselves as a thought leader in this space.

● Increasing donors capacity to support locally led development in their funding practices.
Mutual capacity strengthening doesn’t have to be limited to organizations implementing a transition, but
can also factor in donors, where partners demonstrate strong practices or approaches that can influence
the ways donors make funding decisions in the future. SAS+ has worked with a USAID Mission
implementing a transition award process involving an INGO prime and a local subrecipient who has not13

previously worked with USAID and who will have capacity strengthening activities built into the activity

13 See USAID’s ADS Reference 303mbb for details on transition award processes.
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to prepare them to possibly prime a USAID award in the future. By working together from the beginning
of the award to structure a capacity strengthening process that would ultimately prepare the
subrecipient to be recommended to USAID for a prime opportunity, implementing partners were able
to build on and demonstrate the local partner’s expertise, skills, and growth of organizational systems to
inform USAID’s decision on the local subrecipient’s readiness to prime. This process allows for
strengthening of the local organization’s capacities, while also increasing the number and diversity of
USAID’s local partners, which supports Agency strategies and targets on funding directed to local14

organizations.

SAS+ has also seen a number of capacities that international organizations shared with local organizations in
transitions, which are included in the categories listed below. The range of examples come from SAS+ support
to and learning with partners in transition when there was a pre-established local organization that was taking on
leadership, as well as cases when a new local entity was formed as a result of a transition. An additional
consideration when reviewing these examples is highlighted by the SAS+ CARE Morocco case study, where local
partners felt INGOs could contribute effectively by strengthening several capacities, “as long as it was
properly tailored to local needs and was not an imposition.” INGOs, donors, and entities interested in
supporting local partners’ efforts to strengthen capacity will find this section useful.

● Partnership and networking: Many local entities are well-networked on their own, but are still
interested in expanding that network further, particularly in gaining greater visibility with regional or
international actors and donors. For example, SAS+ has seen INGOs play a valuable role in establishing
strong relationships (particularly within government and donor partners) and facilitating introductions
with local partners during and after transition.

● Governance and leadership: Leadership skills were considered by several original SAS case study
organizations to be a critical element for any change management process. This included skills to
support registering for and structuring a new entity, building and managing relationships with an
executive board, and leading during change processes.

● Organizational structures and policies: This support focused on the development of clearly
articulated values and principles, and strong administrative systems that ensure organizational
transparency and accountability. Local entities, especially those transitioning in fragile or conflict-affected
contexts, benefit from this type of support given the low-trust environments in which they often
operate.

● Strategy development: Where strong local leadership is already in place, strategic vision for
post-transition organizations often comes naturally. When necessary, search for local consultants and/or
INGO staff that can help further develop necessary strategic planning skills.

● Financial management: Training in business development and financial management to prepare for
financial sustainability beyond the bounds of an activity was cited by nearly all of SAS+ accompaniment
partners and organizations in our case studies as either a need or a major asset that they received. For
more, see the SAS+ Practical Guidelines for Financial Sustainability.

● Knowledge management: Strengthening the skills required to manage key documents and records
like core policies, legal records, program or partnership contracts, monitoring and evaluation reports,
activity reports, etc was seen as valuable by many of our partners. Such skills include knowing how to
manage relevant knowledge management platforms (e.g., Google Drive) or developing and managing
organizational processes (e.g., flow charts) to track who is updating key documents and when.

● Evaluation and learning: During a transition, ongoing feedback and learning is imperative.
Strengthening internal feedback collection, analysis, and utilization skills to continually improve
programming and transition activities should be considered. This should not be limited to the internal

14 https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/USAIDs_Localization_Vision-508.pdf
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partners, but should consider collecting and using community feedback to assess effects at the
community level. In many instances, these skills exist before transition and/or are developed by local
entities during and immediately after the process, such as in SAS+’s SOS Colombia and Raks Thai cases
(skills were often self-taught). Consider joint design of feedback processes during transition, in which
INGO and local entities continuously navigate challenges as they emerge.15

● Program management: This involved assisting local partners through training and support in program
management knowledge and skills, such as proposal writing, donor reporting, and the development and
management of program budgets. Technical skills training to assist with ongoing program implementation
is also useful.

SAS+ has also helped to facilitate learning exchanges between local organizations, for instance, with one of our
local helpdesk partners, Talking Drum Studio Liberia (formerly Search’s Liberia country office), who was
interested in connecting with a local organization (BRIDGE Georgia) who had gone through a similar transition,
and that they learned about through a SAS+ case study. The interest in local-to-local capacity
strengthening and learning exchange is important to consider when engaging in mutual capacity
strengthening, especially in cases when advancing locally led development is a goal or motivating factor for the
transition.

2. GUIDELINES FOR MANAGING MUTUAL CAPACITY
STRENGTHENING PROCESSES DURING TRANSITION
This section will address best practices with mutual capacity strengthening, and how to integrate this into your transition.

Regardless of which types of capacities are involved (i.e., before, during, or after transition), the purpose of
capacity strengthening is to enable changes that are sustained over time and tailored to existing abilities and
needs. In order for mutual capacity strengthening to contribute meaningfully to sustainable change, it must be
deliberate in seeking to understand and build around all partner’s needs in order to foster ownership of the
transition process and leave the local partner well-positioned for post-transition success. To this end, there are
many instances where useful support during transitions is often not ‘classic’ capacity strengthening in the form of

15 This was seen in the Nuru Kenya case study. “The measured, iterative nature of the handover process was designed so
that staff could give feedback about how the process was going and training could be adjusted accordingly...The leadership
team also provided feedback questionnaires and assessment alongside the trainings to collect feedback and update materials
and presentations.”
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training. Support that clarifies roles for joint learning and joint action, develops respectful framing of capacity16

strengthening processes, and touches on key themes such as strong organizational systems, psychosocial and
mentoring needs, and leadership skills, also deserves attention during transitions.17

Listening at the start and throughout the transition

The starting point for mutual capacity strengthening is listening, and it remains essential
throughout the transition. Part of that process involves understanding existing capacities and
strengths that can support the transition. Another consideration that aids a mutual capacity strengthening
process is what partners want to achieve and how they want to grow post-transition. For local
partners, this could be technical areas of focus or network partners they are interested in collaborating with; for
international partners this could be learning how best to support organizations with capacity strengthening and
partnership, or testing methodological approaches. Once there is shared understanding, develop capacity
strengthening activities that support each partner’s goals and considers their context.

To support effective listening and planning sessions for mutual capacity strengthening, SAS+ has seen the
following questions for all partners (international and local) be effective across several key decision-making stages
of a transition:

Stage of Transition Key Questions

When working in a new
context.

● How can we develop respectful, transparent, accountable
relationships and maintain these for the life of the project?

● What is our proposed work adding to this
community/context? Were we invited to do this work?
Who are we doing it alongside?

● How can we promote sustainability once our proposed
work is finished?

Co-creation / co-design. This
stage is important, especially
when a transition process may
need to be accelerated making
it easy for key people to quickly
feel ‘left out’.

● Who needs to be included in strategic decision-making
conversations? How do we ensure diverse voices are not
only present but valued?

● How should strategic decisions be communicated, so all
staff feel there is shared transparency throughout the
process?

● In this spirit of sustainability, what capacities would we
need to strengthen to be effective once our proposed
work is done? What strengths already exist that will
support sustainability?

● What resources exist to support the needed capacity
strengthening activities?

As soon as a transition process
begins. It is critical to involve
local communities as soon as
transitions begin if not sooner;

● What are the roles of each partner when it comes to
assessing capacity, determining priorities for the capacity
strengthening activities, and carrying out those activities?

17 Refer to the SAS+ issue paper on Leadership and Champions in Responsible Transitions which offers a short typology of
leaders and champions that may exist and serve as important resources during transition.

16 Though, to be clear, training was at times important for achieving some specific capacity strengthening objectives (e.g.,
technical training to assist program managers and other implementers). Read more in the SAS+ issue paper on Capacity
Development in Responsible Transitions.
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transitions to local entities do
not always intentionally include
community perspectives.

● What steps do we need to take to make this a mutual
process that all partners feel bought into, and power
dynamics are accounted for?

● What role will local community stakeholders play in this
process?

Post-transition. In some cases,
this is also where the formal
partnership ends, but SAS+ has
seen that continued partnership
post-transition supports
sustainability of the outcomes.

● Are there further areas of support or capacity
strengthening desired by any partner?

● What else is needed to support a useful discussion about
the transition’s capacity strengthening objectives, and the
possibility of continued partnership?

● What resources (time, expertise, materials, money)
would be needed to continue a productive partnership
post-transition?

Shared language and inclusive framing of mutual capacity strengthening processes
Language matters. It is often used to underscore power dynamics and assumptions around what
learning/capacities are important enough to be strengthened. To see language simply as a tool to describe or18

explain ideas would be to miss the politics of how its use can shape concepts, narratives, and debates. As a
participant in an online SAS+ consultation shared, “language is also [often] used to construct the realities of
certain actors.”

For practitioners, at the essence of any responsible transition is the understanding that nuanced, inclusive
and respectful language can signal solidarity, respect, and a shared vision. When framing the mutual
capacity strengthening process, it’s important to avoid unnecessary jargon, as well as terms that don’t resonate
with all partners. For example, it can be helpful to jointly define the terms ‘local’ and ‘external’ and who is
represented or not by those terms with communities and partners . These categorizations mean different things
to different actors, and thus require contextualization.19

Clearly outline roles for mutual capacity strengthening
A few themes and patterns have emerged from SAS+ work that can help guide those considering roles for
mutual capacity strengthening activities.

● Clarity about roles is vital at the outset, prior to decision making about support activities.
Create space for active listening to ensure all partners are able to gain clarity in each other’s role and
how those roles interact to assess, prioritize, and achieve the targets for mutual capacity strengthening.
This includes organizational roles, as well as the roles of individual key staff involved in the transition.
This action helps to manage expectations, avoid miscommunication by establishing responsibilities clearly,
and contribute the trust necessary for nurturing ongoing collaborations.20

● Capacity strengthening roles should be complementary and avoid redundancy. This might
require a joint SWOT analysis for a local entity, INGO, community, and government or donor partner to
inform strategic team building and planning.

20 Refer to our Responsible Transitions and Partnerships: Issues at Stake and Practical Guidelines for further resources on
principles and guidelines for developing stronger partnerships.

19 SAS+ uses ‘local organization’ to refer to CSOs or NGOs in the ‘Global South’ or ‘Majority World.’ This encompasses
those working at the community, sub-national, and national levels. The broader term ‘local actors’ recognizes the diversity
of this group, which can include individuals, communities, and other actors working at the community, sub-national, or
national level.

18 For more on this, see the SAS+ Legitimacy and Power in INGO Transitions thought piece. A helpful external resource on
this topic is Oxfam’s Inclusive Language Guide: https://policy-practice.oxfam.org/resources/inclusive-language-guide-621487/
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● Finally, ‘essential skills’ (more commonly referred to as ‘soft’ skills), are a key ingredient during role
clarification processes, particularly for those leading mutual capacity strengthening activities. SAS+
evidence highlights that transitions benefit from teams that prioritized empathic listening,
mutual respect, and open dialogue as means to overcome misunderstandings, frustrations,
and other barriers when navigating shifting roles. These ‘essential skills’ require attention and no
small level of effort in their application.

● This step of ensuring shared understanding over all partners’ roles to carry out mutual capacity
strengthening from the design phase is crucial to maintaining accountability in the roles and the
actions taken on by partners in transition.

Determine capacity strengthening priorities mutually, and focus support on what21

transition stakeholders say matters most

Consider enhancing transparency of the process by jointly determining with all key stakeholders: Whose
capacities need strengthening? Who is responsible for capacity strengthening activities? What is
the most context-appropriate approach for achieving this? How will we know if our activities are
achieving our capacity strengthening goals? Early conversations between INGO stakeholders, local
leaders, and communities must address these questions, and are important for establishing joint expectations
and commitments to take action. Also, it provides early opportunities to create appropriate communication
channels between stakeholders, if these don’t already exist, allowing for ongoing collection and use of feedback –
a critical step to enable transparency. Continued check-ins and feedback can then be used to monitor the quality
of capacity strengthening processes and adapt them to emerging needs. There should always be an option to
stop joint learning or mutual capacity strengthening efforts if either party feels they are no longer productive or
collaborative.

Based on SAS+ learning, four broad types of support activities matter most to stakeholders in the midst of a
transition process: psychosocial support, organizational support, material support, and leadership support. It is
important to note that several of these key support elements require very little time or resources, making them
particularly important for entities undergoing a transition with minimal dedicated funding to support it.

1) Support that addresses power and builds trust (psychosocial or moral support). Many
INGOs considering transitions have long institutional histories in the contexts where they operate;
histories which haven’t always been rooted in equal power sharing or equitable handovers. In many
instances, mentoring and psychosocial support are critical for those engaged in a transition to ensure
collegiality and confidence building. For instance, developing formal or informal structures that ensure
long term relationships are maintained, jointly determining what knowledge is relevant to boost
confidence and finding the means to provide this, or jointly deciding if team building sessions would be
valuable.

An example of this form of capacity strengthening support comes from Nuru International, a SAS+
partner since 2017, who deliberately designed its staff structure as a dual hierarchy: for each position, an
expatriate technical staff was paired with a host country-based counterpart, the Kenya Team in this case.
The expatriate staff, called the Field Team, consisted of a Team Leader, who worked directly with the
Kenyan-national position of Country Director, and Program Specialists who worked directly with

21 ‘Support’ here refers to knowledge and skill-building support, in addition to moral and physical (material) support.
11
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Kenyan-national Program Managers across each program area. This collaborative process meant that
expatriate and Kenyan teams worked together to combine knowledge with the goal of triangulating on
optimal activities and outcomes. Furthermore, the Field Team was responsible for mentoring and
strengthening the capacity of host country team members, and this team was by design not integral to
the Kenyan team’s management structure, so it could ultimately phase out. This process also informed
Nuru International how to plan for and implement a future transition with Nuru Nigeria, whom SAS+
accompanied during that process. After Nuru Nigeria went through a similar transition to Nuru Kenya,
and the Field Team had officially left Nigeria, the partnership and support continued with regular calls
and country visits between the Field Team and Nigeria Team. Through these visits and the ongoing
support, the sense of solidarity and collaboration remained, and in ways even grew after the transition.

2) Organizational support (organizational systems and knowledge strengthening). Capacity
strengthening that focuses on bolstering organizational systems can help new or growing entities run
smoothly, competently and establish positive reputations at national and community level. Strong systems
support institutional development, accountability, transparency, and comprehensive learning.

Ideas and advice to develop useful support activities for all partners:
● Consult local accounting and financial experts, or local anti-corruption/anti-fraud groups, on

good practices and locally compliant financial, administrative, and operational systems.
● In cases where an INGO’s local office is transitioning into an independent entity, invest in joint

organizational system development with local staff throughout the duration of INGO
programming in the country. In this way when transitions do occur, there will already be
strengthened capacities.22

● Invest in support packages from the beginning of the transition discussions to strengthen
resource mobilization and fundraising capacities (including proposal writing, fundraising strategy
development, and institutional and private donor cultivation and relationship management).
Several SAS+ partners have seen value in part of this support including drafting a business plan,
which we’ve seen done effectively internally or through the support of an in-country consultant.
The SAS+ Financial Sustainability In Responsible Transitions issue paper and guidelines on how to
support financial sustainability during and after transition would be critical resources to consult.

3) Support for and development of leadership through individual leadership skills, as well as
organizational mindsets and governance structures is often necessary in transitions where a local
entity is being formed or taking on ownership of an activity involving a high level of coordination.
Developing leadership skills during transition was considered by several SAS case study organizations as
“perhaps the single most important ingredient in the change management process.”23

When determining roles, the individuals or groups leading a local entity forward will often become
evident, and should have significant sway in determining the team dynamic. Note that these leaders may
be key coordinators and process facilitators, and should not be limited to leading voices at moments of
planning or decision-making. Once established, such leaders may also choose to identify areas for further
support, to continue developing skills and leadership expertise. Or, depending on the arrangement
during a transition, the INGO may require additional information to know how to develop and/or
remotely or indirectly support leadership capacity strengthening.

23Great Lakes Inkingi Development (GLID) case study.

22 This does assume that staff from the local office transition into roles within the new or independent local entity, as staff
turnover can be a challenge, especially if the initial transition discussions and decision-making processes do not meaningfully
include local staff. Involving all impacted staff in these critical processes fosters greater transparency and shared ownership
of the transition, which, in turn, supports staff retention and the sustainability of the transition.
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Some ideas and insights to support the capacities of leaders and transition champions include:24

● Ongoing accompaniment to effectively communicate as a leader, including managing25

donor and community expectations during transition and communicating to external partners.
● Collaborative visioning and identity formation discussions to help leaders establish an

appropriate mandate and mission for the new entity, if necessary. Doing this internally across
different teams and listening to what community members would value and respect in a local
entity, helps make this process transparent and accountable.

INGOs and other stakeholders might consider the importance of hiring external consultants (preferably
at the national or community level) specializing in communication or messaging to work with leaders and
Boards. Utilize this for INGO leadership as well, who may be new to handing over leadership and
management to a local entity.

4 ) Material support during transition. Material assistance, though not a typical or classic type of
‘capacity strengthening’ resource, can become a powerful tool for local entities navigating complex
transition processes. An example of this could look like a donation and/or writing off assets as an
investment into local entities’ sustainability by reducing their operational costs. For instance, invest in
funding staff time to plan and implement transitions, purchasing a new office space, or providing seed
funding. In-kind support can also be valuable and encourage continued partnership outside the scope of
a single activity or project.

Approaches to mutual capacity strengthening in transitions to local ownership benefit from prioritizing
flexibility, adaptation, mutual vulnerability, and some degree of risk-taking. For one local entity in
Thailand, allowing room for ‘experimentation’ with their partners allowed both parties in the
partnership to attempt a trial-and-error approach, knowing there would be risks and possible failures
during learning and capacity strengthening before performance was strengthened and a full transition was
complete. This ‘experimentation’ took several years but eventually worked: it produced sustainable
organic farming outcomes, was approved as a valid process by others within the community and
strengthened the relationship between farmers and the local entity supporting them.

Regularly reflect on capacity strengthening activities and progress towards the transition
vision and project objectives, as well as interest and opportunities for continued
partnership

Ensure that regular reflection captures updates and learning within the mutual capacity strengthening process.
Having pause and reflect moments with a focus on mutual capacity strengthening processes allows for reflection
on both how mutual or not the partnership is with regards to capacity strengthening, as well as the actual
progress in strengthening capacities. This supports adaptability within the transition, creating space for all
partners to discuss what is or is not working with mutual capacity strengthening, and how best to tailor capacity
strengthening activities to the current set of needs, which can shift and evolve over the course of the transition.

25 See our Communicating INGO Transitions issue paper for different approaches to communication (e.g., early, phased,
brokered, organic, or structured approaches to communication).

24 ’Transition champions’ are individual staff within a transition organization that is dedicated to supporting the development
of a transition plan and regularly coordinating with partners to see the plan carried out or adapted as necessary. Also refer
to the SAS+ Issue Paper on Leaders and Champions in Responsible Transitions.
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SAS+ has found that outcome harvesting, and looking back to understand not just intended outcomes, but
also identifying emergent and unintended outcomes, is useful when reflecting on transitions and
processes involving accompaniment and partnership.

Reflection is also important when determining the endpoint in a transition, which is not always narrowly
time-bound, and can also be based on the meeting of certain objectives, including the objectives related to
mutual capacity strengthening. At the same time as mutual capacity strengthening and other transition activities
are winding down, partners should ask and reflect on what interests and opportunities exist for continued
support. We have identified several that we’ve seen in practice below:

● Ongoing professional / collegial relationship between INGO and local entity after transition
to provide advice, solidarity, and ad hoc support. INGOs show solidarity by simply ‘staying close
by,’ even if no physical or material support is being provided to a new entity. This demonstration of
solidarity, providing support to emergent capacity, or other needs, shows committed partnership
throughout the challenging process of growing and developing a new entity. For instance, in the
Philippines communication between former program staff and volunteers continued, informally, in the
form of personal and professional updates. Volunteers also chose to invite ex-staff to return as trainers
and resource persons on an ad hoc basis.

● Larger INGO managing funds during transition to ease initial administrative burden on
new entities, allowing room for growth and capacities to further develop. In Burundi, the U.S. Embassy
– aware of a local NGO’s thoughtful and effective work – requested their partnership. However, the
local entity was unable to meet the U.S. government’s financial requirements. A former trainer with the
local NGO was, in parallel, directing an American non-profit that had prior approval to receive U.S.
assistance. The American non-profit facilitated a partnership with the local NGO so that the latter met
the administrative and other compliance requirements of the U.S. Embassy and work could proceed.

● A ‘hands on’ technical support role providing observation and oversight on the ground. In
Guatemala, specialized INGO field officers continued observing savings groups. They provided ongoing
mentoring or coaching to these groups to ensure technical skills and knowledge were passed on.

● ‘Hands-off ’ role of INGOs who transition entirely out, to allow space for communities and
local entities to grow. For example, an INGO might introduce local leaders to their network, open
doors, make recommendations and then ‘exit’ so that local leaders can forge their own partnerships,
relationships and collaborations. In Burundi, the Country Director of a local NGO pushed for space so
they and their partners could grow and further develop current work into broader social movements.

SAS+ has developed this mutual capacity strengthening resource in response to our learning and experience on
responsible transitions, as well as to meet the needs we saw as the humanitarian, development, and
peacebuilding fields further explore transitioning leadership and ownership to people working in their own
contexts. To learn more about transitions you can visit stoppingassuccess.org/resources/ where we have over 50
resources including case studies, practical guidelines, issue papers, templates, and blogs. To foster participatory
validation and improve our resources, SAS+ will be releasing several of our new resources – starting with this
one – as drafts to allow for intended users (see ‘Audience’ section, page 2) to be able to provide feedback
before we publish a final version. We welcome you to share your feedback on this resource with the
SAS+ consortium through this link or by emailing Michael Robinson at mrobinson@sfcg.org.
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