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Beyond discussions about whether poverty is on the rise or decline and what global governments 

are doing about it is the fact that there is a growing number of small non-profits, community groups, 

and schools rallying support to address some critical social needs.  Taking the U.S. as a slice of the 

global NGO pie, the National Center for Charitable Statistics cites over 20,830 non-profits serving 

some international interest in 2010, a ten percent increase in the number of such organizations 

since 2008.  In 2010, these internationally-focused non-profits held over $30 billion in assets, which 

is not much less than the $37 billion that the U.S. government spent in foreign aid that year.   

Clearly, non-profit organizations play a critical role in our global response to poverty and other 

challenges. 

U.S. non-profits working in the international development sector, like those working in many other 

“developed countries,” by definition are working across challenging divides, whether it be cultural, 

economic, or geographical.  Organizations manage this natural divide in different ways.  Many of 

these cross-border partnerships structure their work in traditional top-down structures in which 

headquarters grow in richer parts of the world, sending staff into the field to implement projects, 

evaluate success, and account for funds spent.  Engaging local participation in guiding projects has 

become part of international development practitioners “best practice” over the past twenty years, 

yet even with the best intentions, the power behind the projects remain in the hands of foreigners, 

not local leaders.  Power comes from being the gateway to money, whether “first world” leaders see 

themselves as a gateway or not. 

On the other hand, many NGO leaders with experience living in the “developing world” see the need 

to grapple with the power issues at hand when building cross-cultural organizations.  They operate 

in the challenging vortex where appreciation for local knowledge intersects with externally 

mandated funding requirements.  These NGO leaders are looking for a new set of tools that allows 

them to accompany indigenous communities on their social change journey, within a funding 

environment grounded in “first world” culture.     

This article sets out to provide a background in collaborative social change that allows NGO 

practitioners to ask some key questions related to building partnerships across cultures.  How can 

they build sustainable bi-cultural organizations that share risk and responsibilities as much as they 

share achievements?    How can they put in place safety nets so that this risk can reap rewards in 
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ways that make sense in all of the cultures involved in these social change projects?  How can they 

ask the right questions of the right people so that projects honor diverse perspectives within 

existing power structures? 

STRATEGIC BALANCE 
Healthy non-profit organizations exist within an equilibrium defined by a balance between its 

mission and vision, its community’s engagement in this mission, and its internal systems in place to 

support mission-oriented activities.  Harvard University’s Mark Moore offers a well-referenced 

conceptual tool for describing this balance, an adapted version of which provided below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mission: This is the anchor for any organization—its purpose for existence.  NGO leaders are 

continually reminded to return to their purpose and make sure that their actions and community 

reflect the change for which they are working in the world. 

Internal capacity: An organization’s ability to deliver on its mission depends on the organizational 

systems, staffing, and technology that it uses to implement and track programs.   

External support: A non-profit organization is simply a structural representation of a community 

that wants to make a difference, and as such, it must maintain a vibrant community of supporters 

and stakeholders who care about its work and contribute in significant ways. 

In well-run organizations locally and globally, leaders align mission, money, and competence in 

order to sustain good work. 

STRATEGIC BALANCE ACROSS CULTURES 
The same three strategies for creating balanced and sustainable organizations 

exist for NGOs that function across cultures.  How they organize their symbolic 

strategic triangles depends on their organizational philosophy, but the tool is 

helpful nonetheless to map how multi-cultural organizations align their purpose, 
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internal systems, and external support.  A traditional organization with a top-down hierarchical 

structure may organize its programs as appears to the right. 

This structure provides the easiest mechanism for control, information gathering, and mission 

alignment across many projects.  It allows for rapid response, as in the case of natural or man-made 

disasters.  An interesting discussion for another time concerns the replicability of mission, the role 

of local people in building internal capacity, and the relationship between local and global external 

support for the organization.   

Projects grappling with issues of power, local control (rather than participation), and long term 

global funding support need a different model in order to represent the level of equality and 

partnership that they are seeking in their work.  They need a different model to equalize across 

both organizations the risk posed by social change.  Through international partnerships, 

international NGO leaders are encouraging local organizations to address root causes of poverty 

through programs that require them to stand tall within their own community and build trust with 

that community’s members as they change the society in which they live.  International leaders are 

giving them space to assume the power that is rightfully theirs, with the long term goal of altering 

the power landscape of that society.  As they stand tall, what keeps these international partners 

from walking away before the work is done?  What assurance can they give their local partners that 

they will make sure there are resources necessary into the future for the natural evolution of their 

work?  NGO practitioners need a different model to build a bridge between the two partners that 

shares power, risk, and accountability for long term success. 

This model is better represented by two horizontally aligned triangles, each meeting in the center 

around one common mission. 

 

 

 

 

 

Mission:  In this model, the two triangles are aligned horizontally with a shared mission connecting 

them.  They may be small grassroots projects with a mission that is identically shared between 

them, or they may be different sized organizations in which one or the other has a bigger mission, 

but in which they share a piece of that mission between them.  Regardless, they must be aligned in 

terms of their purpose, their values, and their overall vision for the future.   

Internal capacity:  This is where the proverbial “rubber meets the road” in bi-cultural 

partnerships built around equality of power.  Each organization will have its operational systems 

that function well within local culture.  A richer world organization may use Quickbooks to manage 

finances, have advanced evaluation techniques involving web-based surveying, and provide 
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monthly newsletter updates to its supporters.  Time horizons are long given grant time lines, 

annual campaigns, and long term strategic planning.  Meanwhile, its poorer counterpart may be 

using a pencil and calculator to track expenditures and relying on rich anecdotal information to 

guide its programs.  It is too busy providing front-line services to consider a distant donor or 

foundation wanting answers to questions developed far, far away.  Time horizons are at the same 

time short given the pressing need to educate, feed, clothe, and employ people who are living within 

their community, and long given the slow pace of building community around social change. 

Despite the obvious challenges, bi-cultural “development” organizations must invest in 

collaboratively developed internal systems that simultaneously respond to international funding 

requirements and that reflect the realities and needs of the local community.  While it might be 

easier to impose these requirements from above—or simply stand back and let each organization 

act independently—sustainable bi-cultural organizations committed to long term social change are 

those in which partners on both sides of the cultural divide make a commitment to developing a 

common language that allows them to share critical information.  Both sides invest equally in 

capacity building and the collaborative process of aligning systems.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Financial management across cultures is often the first major area of focus in collaborative systems-

building because money is the primary currency of exchange between outside partners and local 

NGOs.  In collaborative systems building, for example, the local partner might invest in staff training 

on Excel or a basic accounting software, if available, and engage a local accountant interested in 

finding ways to adapt local practice, such as how audits are done, to international standards.  The 

international partner lets go of “best practice” relative to their society and sets out to discover “best 

collaborative practice” for that partnership given local resources and their ability to satisfy the 

intention of accountability requirements, if not the requirements themselves.  They find ways to 

broaden the “currency of exchange” beyond money to exchanges of knowledge, skills, personal 

experiences, and non-monetary resources, in effect expanding the conversation with diverse 

stakeholders to one in which the full fabric of the local work is exposed, and not just the one-

dimensional strand of how money is being spent. 
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Collaborative capacity building across cultures has one profound result: organizational learning.  

The means – the experience of those practitioners operating in different cultures coming together 

to develop a common organizational practice—has a powerful end, which is an integrated learning 

community able to educate others about the realities of the world beyond their communities.  For 

example, the only way to collaboratively develop a program evaluation tool is to spend time talking 

about how people in each culture define success.  Just as the exact nature of social change varies by 

society, the ways that we notice a change in that society will differ from place to place.  One 

community may be able to measure quality of housing in one place through electrical service, while 

another equally poor community may have a custom of “hot wiring” electrical mains, thus giving 

poor residents electricity but not some other equally important service.  Measuring graduation 

rates has no bearing on whether those young people can access jobs, or whether they can even read 

in countries with social promotion practices.  Both partners have knowledge to share, and the 

process of sharing that knowledge within a trustful relationship will allow the organization to be 

stronger, more nimble, and more sustainable in the long term. 

External support: Developing internal systems has a direct bearing on both organizations’ ability 

to support a healthy community of supporters, funders, and other stakeholders.  It translates 

directly into strong external support that allows for transparency in financial reporting, accuracy in 

budgeting, and diversity of information streams that feed communication to a variety of audiences, 

local and international.  In other words, well developed internal systems that integrate 

communication between partners provide the foundation for outreach into each organization’s 

community. 

As bi-cultural partnerships develop and expand, its leaders can best safeguard its commitment to 

equality through an organizational structure that fosters open and regular communication and 

shared accountability.  Some action points to consider follow. 

 

ACTION POINTS 

1. Localize mission. 

The end goal in any international “development” project is to support a local community to address 

its most pressing needs.  That community needs to decide what those needs are, and what purpose 

their community is going to organize itself around.  It therefore decides its own mission.  It decides 

what public value its community will foster within its public sphere. 

Within in international partnership, however, a power dynamic enters discussion around mission.  

As the organization grows, who is going to safeguard the alignment of mission across 

organizations?  As funding pressures entice leaders to follow the money, how do organizations 

make sure that they are not allowing mission creep, particularly the kind that creates a gap 

between what the two partners are trying to achieve?   
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The local organization must have the final word on the shared mission if they are going to be 

expected to lead the project in the long term.  At the outset of the partnership, the local and 

international partners would be well-served to decide what values will govern their decision-

making, and how differences of opinion will be solved as they arise.  Eventually the “honeymoon 

period” that follows an organization’s founding will end, and the reality of working for social change 

across cultures will pose challenges to ideals of equality and respect for local knowledge.  By 

putting local people at the center of decision-making, we decide up front that they have the final 

word. 

2. Scale capacity-building to local project 

Non-profit organizations are dynamic, fluid entities that grow and reshape as they age and reflect 

new realities.  Many “development” partnerships arise between organizations of different sizes, and 

large foundations and government agencies set out to support small grassroots initiatives because 

they are so effective at reaching local people.  A major pitfall in these type of partnerships lies in the 

gap between how local partners understand and can implement systems-building and what 

international partners want or expect.  International partners too often find it tempting to set 

capacity-building parameters around their knowledge or needs. 

Capacity-building across cultures must first be anchored in the perspective and experience 

of the local project and developed collaboratively from there.  The scale and scope of the 

development of financial or evaluation systems must match what the local project is able to achieve 

within a reasonable time frame.  A funder cannot expect a small activist organization to turn around 

an audit within a year, though steps towards an audit in year two or three are certainly possible 

with the right planning and infrastructure development.  A small US-based partner organization 

may need to shift priorities over time to recalibrate the support it provides as its partner 

organization grows and faces new local and global challenges.  Each organization, independently 

and collectively, needs to know where it is now and where it needs to go, building together a 

capacity-building road map that makes sense within each of their cultural contexts. 

3. Make accountability a two-way street. 

Projects receiving international funds are being held more and more accountable for those funds.  

They are being expected to tighten their financial controls, evaluate the effectiveness of their 

programs, and communicate about their successes in ways that resonate with people living far 

away from the community actually being served.  International leaders are holding them 

accountable as they hold all the risk, but who is holding these international leaders accountable for 

doing right by them?  Outsiders are asking them to stand tall and risk their social capital for long 

term benefit.  How can these same outsiders stand tall with them to absorb some of the risk that 

they taking in our collective work? 

“First world” partners and funders must accompany their “poor world” partners in 

expanding the ways through which they demonstrate their long term commitment to the 

other community.  Bi-national partnerships must build bi-national accountability mechanisms that 
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articulate how each partner is accountable to the other towards their shared mission.  Some 

strategies for doing this include: 

 Cross-board representation.  Invite the partner organization Executive Director or designee 

to serve on the other partner’s board.  While it may only be a symbolic gesture most of the time, 

having cross-organizational representation builds communication and trust and offers each 

partner a critical voice should the need for dissent arise.  It promotes a platform to tackle the 

next strategy—collaborative strategic planning. 

 Collaborative strategic planning.  Build into each organizational cycle a bi-cultural strategic 

planning process that engages a wide variety of stakeholders in both communities on a regular 

basis.  Budget for this so that the resources are there for travel, phone communication, and off-

site meetings.  Organizations grow apart, and the only way to keep them on track is to build 

intentional communication between them. 

 Diversified communication.  Create a spectrum of communication opportunities among 

different members of staff, volunteers, and community members to broaden the type of 

information shared and to build trust across communities.  Peer exchanges that engage bi-

cultural teams in the journey of learning and development of collaborative solutions to their 

most pressing problems help to build stronger systems of accountability. 

4. Build a learning community. 

Within what is known as “international development,” a lot of emphasis is put on “going to scale” 

and expanding impact beyond one localized project.  This undermines core notions of local 

leadership and the importance of communities leading the social change that will in the end change 

their society.  The only efficient way to “go to scale” and franchise projects is to impose outside 

leadership, keeping power outside the community being served. 

What we can “bring to scale” are concepts of community and strategies for building 

organizational foundations that support culturally-contextualized partnerships.  

Remembering that non-profits are simply structured communities trying to achieve some social 

good, we can create bi-cultural partnerships that put the journey of shared learning ahead of short 

term outcomes.  In these cases, international NGOs are not set up to do the work themselves, but 

rather to provide the resources that give local people space to build their own capacity to do the 

work, allowing us to learn with them along the way. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Managing non-profit organizations within one culture is challenging in the best of circumstances.  

Coordinating the management of a partnership of organizations that span culture, class, and 

distance brings another whole set of issues to the fore.  Issues related to power and accountability 

are often left unarticulated because they are difficult to talk about across a power , culture, and 
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language divide.  Local people are grateful for the support they get and therefore do not venture 

down the road of thinking about the support that they don’t get and need.  Within the context of 

complex bi-cultural partnerships, it is the job of the international partner to “stand tall” and put 

action to their advocacy of equality by creating structures that place power with the local people 

being served and that work intentionally to keep it there in the long term. 


