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Abstract A commonly explored theme in international

civil society organisation (CSO) collaborations is the

dominance of Northern CSOs and how this impinges on

Southern CSOs’ autonomy, but there is little work on the

relative importance of different collaborations for Southern

CSOs. This study examined complementarity as a new

approach to understanding CSO collaboration. Seeking

Southern perspectives, we examined the case of CSOs

working on disaster risk reduction in India and developed a

typology of complementarities in this domain. The article

considers the implications for understanding complemen-

tarity in broader CSO collaborations. We find that con-

structing collaborations through the lens of

complementarity may facilitate capitalising on diversity

among CSOs and help build collaborations that consider

the domestic orientation of many Southern CSOs and

reshape the roles of Northern CSOs as complementary

rather than leading.

Keywords Collaboration � Complementarity � Civil

society organisations � Disaster risk reduction � Southern

leadership

Exploring Southern Perspectives on Advocacy
Collaborations

Existing scholarship on advocacy collaborations among

civil society organisations (CSOs) has primarily focused on

high-profile transnational campaigns carried out by

transnational advocacy networks and partnerships (see, e.g.

Bob 2007; Jordan and Van Tuijl 2000; Keck and Sikkink

2014; Wong 2012). This has yielded insight into the

dynamics of such relations. Northern CSOs’ dominance in

defining agendas and understandings regarding issues and

solutions has often been explored, as has how this impinges

on Southern CSOs’ capacity to play an autonomous role,

representing constituencies, articulating issues, setting

agendas and carrying out their work as they choose (Jalali

2013; Jordan and Van Tuijl 2000). However, we know

little about how Southern CSOs see the nature and role of

different forms of collaboration with various types of

CSOs. Depending on multiple conditions such as state

context, thematic focus and capacity, CSOs are exposed to

a range of opportunities for collaboration at local, national

and international levels, but very little research has focused

on the relative importance of different collaborations for

Southern CSOs considering the multiple opportunities to

which they are exposed (Van Wessel et al. 2018).

We also know little about how different considerations

factor in for Southern CSOs as they contextually engage

with different opportunities for collaboration. To under-

stand the role of collaborations for Southern CSOs, we

need to explore how collaboration possibilities shape

CSOs’ roles as they interact, exchange resources, and

navigate opportunities, dependencies and constraints in

their international- and domestic-level collaborations. This

exploration should be based on the organisations’ own

interpretations of the nature and significance of different
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CSOs and forms of collaboration. The relative role of

different opportunities for collaboration—domestic and

international—can then become clear. In addition to

shedding more light on international collaborations, which

have generally been centre stage in existing research, this

approach can reveal diversity in CSOs’ engagement in

broader civil society collaborations.

In this article, we examine the relative role of different

collaboration opportunities by exploring the nature of

complementarity among CSOs. We focus on complemen-

tarity in advocacy collaborations and define this comple-

mentarity as two or more different qualities, capacities or

resources of CSOs coming together in advocacy and con-

tributing to reaching the objectives of the CSOs involved.

With this definition, we partially draw on conceptualisation

of complementarity in relational terms of comparative

advantage leading to mutual benefit (see, e.g. Coston

1998), but focus more distinctly on the types of contribu-

tions to attainment of objectives to which the comple-

mentarities can contribute. Our more content-focused

concept of complementarity can help guide and support

civil society advocacy in three ways, helping CSOs and

other actors such as donors to (1) do more justice to CSO

diversity as functional for addressing societal issues, (2)

work from the principle of ownership and (3) facilitate

Southern leadership.

We explore complementarity in collaborations among

CSOs working on disaster risk reduction (DRR) in India.

Although the case is limited in scope, it can serve as a

proof of principle and encourage further analysis and

uptake of complementarity as a guiding concept. We

approach Southern CSOs as agents entering collaborations

with their own perspectives, based on their understandings

of their realities and possibilities, and devising strategy

contextually. Important here is how we conceptualise

‘Northern’ and ‘Southern’. Rather than seeing these in

terms of geographical location, we identify as ‘Northern’

those CSOs (often Northern-based) that have direct access

to substantial, mostly Northern-based funding and com-

monly act as ‘fundermediaries’, distributing funding to

other CSOs, (many of which located in the geographical

South) and steering much of their work. By our focus on

complementarity, we seek to move away from the linear

‘North–South’ relations that have dominated debates on

CSO collaboration, and offer another angle that does more

justice to the multiplicity of CSO relations. A starting point

for the present study is that CSOs choose from a wide

range of collaboration possibilities and assign varying roles

to different collaborations. They often engage simultane-

ously with multiple CSOs and donors. Collaboration takes

place at multiple levels, and international-level collabora-

tion does not necessarily have the prime importance it is

frequently given in development studies work on advocacy

collaboration. Exploring complementarities from this per-

spective allows us to identify a wide range of forms, rooted

in real-life understandings of added value that CSOs may

identify. In particular, it allows us to learn to what extent

the standard set-up of advocacy collaborations funded from

the global North as international partnerships with North–

South ‘partnerships’ as the key relation, is valid from the

perspective of Southern partners. We raise this question in

particular given that CSOs’ orientations are often likely to

be largely domestic (Sriskandarajah and Tiwana 2014) and

may be construed independently from roles formally

assigned to them through aid chains (Elbers 2012).

Our investigation of these issues was guided by the

following question: What complementarities do CSOs

working on DRR in India identify between themselves and

other CSOs? We begin by exploring complementarity

through a case, before considering potential wider impli-

cations for broader CSO collaborations. In the following

sections, we explore complementarity as a new way of

approaching CSO collaboration in advocacy. Subsequently,

we discuss key dimensions of civil society that show the

pertinence of examining complementarity in CSO advo-

cacy collaborations: diversity, Southern ownership and

leadership. We then present the case, site and study

methods, before describing the findings, including our

typology of forms of complementarity among CSOs

involved in DRR and results on the perceived role of

international CSOs. We present this typology as a proof of

principle, validating and illustrating the starting points we

set out in the theoretical sections. Finally, we reflect on our

findings’ broader significance.

Complementarity

Complementarity is commonly acknowledged as important

in multi-stakeholder collaborations ranging from business

(see, e.g. Gyrd-Jones and Kornum 2013) to governance

(see, e.g. Coston 1998, Mbzibain, and Ongolo 2019).

Analyses of complementarity commonly emphasise com-

parative advantage as a main starting point as well as the

context-dependent nature and often at least partly emergent

quality of complementarity resulting from interactions over

time. We also find emphasis on mutual respect and

autonomy of the actors involved (Coston 1998; Najam

2000; Mbzibain and Ongolo 2019). Studies that go into

complementarity in advocacy collaborations address

structural aspects rather than contingencies and relational

dynamics. They have usually been limited in scope,

emphasising complementarity between the contributions of

Northern and Southern CSOs in collective advocacy

efforts. Although Northern CSOs’ control over financial

resources is a major source of power imbalance, added
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value in collaboration is commonly understood as mutual,

creating a situation of interdependence (O’Brien and Evans

2016). Northern CSOs offer funding, specialised knowl-

edge, and access to political fora and decision-making

arenas for Southern partner organisations (Bandy and

Smith 2005). Northern CSOs also contribute to Southern

CSOs’ capacity through interventions such as training and

organisational strengthening (Wetterberg et al. 2015). For

their part, Southern CSOs contribute crucial information

and knowledge ‘from the ground’ that can be used to build

credible cases or appealing testimony for presentation in

policy processes in the Northern and international arenas to

which Northern CSOs have access (Keck and Sikkink

2014). The knowledge contributed by Southern CSOs also

builds legitimacy for Northern CSOs (Pallas and Urpelai-

nen 2013). Combined and coordinated advocacy at national

and international levels is a common strategy, creating

another form of complementarity in transnational advocacy

campaigns (Arensman et al. 2015, 2017).

With its emphasis on international campaigning, which

is often led and coordinated by Northern CSOs (Wong

2012; Keck and Sikkink 2014) previous research has

engaged with the complementarity of diversity primarily in

ways that identify and confirm typical complementarities in

North–South CSO collaborations, which tend to centre on

coordinated, Northern-dominated campaigning. This pre-

vious work could thus only be expected to confirm com-

plementarities of ‘expertise’, ‘local knowledge’, access to

arenas and financial resources—the common ingredients in

transnational CSO campaigns. Existing research has also

pointed to complementarities validating international

NGOs’ capacities, but it remains unclear how important

these are to Southern CSOs seeking to follow their own

agendas and potentially desiring a domestic advocacy

focus. In short, because complementarity has not yet been

taken up in the debate on development as a concept that

can be used to advance collaboration, it has remained

implicit and likely underutilised.

Diversity

To develop complementarity as a starting point for col-

laboration, the diversity of civil society would need to be

engaged with more and also differently. In governance

arrangements, CSOs are often grouped together despite

having different worldviews, mandates and operating styles

(Hilhorst, Desportes and De Milliano 2019). Similarly, in

the ‘aid world’, civil society is often equated with profes-

sional, formal organisations, although it is actually much

broader. Some previous work has indirectly addressed the

inattention to diversity in civil society. For example,

research on the ‘NGOisation’ of civil society to fit donor

requirements (Lang 2013) has examined how this organi-

sational form advances at the expense of others. At the

same time, it is not the case that nothing is known about

diversity in civil society. A large body of research differ-

entiates between, for instance, informal movements and

formal organisations (Sika 2018), autonomous and

party/government-affiliated CSOs (Ray 2000), or grass-

roots/member-based and professional NGOs (Mercer

2002). Going beyond these commonly explored and often

binary distinctions in organisational type, others have

identified specific dimensions of diversity, such as resource

disparities, perceptual and identity differences, and action

repertoire preferences, as well as differences in perspec-

tives and opinions (Magis 2010, p. 320; Sahoo 2013; Shah

2016). However, in governance and aid, these diversities

are not truly engaged with.

Considerations of diversity in existing work on CSO

advocacy collaborations have been more substantial, but at

the same time limited in scope, again not engaging the

above diversities in their own right (Van Wessel et al.

2018). This work is often focused on transnational cam-

paigning and mostly engages diversity as it emerges on this

front. In some cases, this may be as a barrier to developing

common ground (Magis 2010) or coordinated campaigning

(Wong 2012). Other work points out that diversity as a

reality gets ‘black-boxed’ by assumptions of shared values

and discourses (Jordan and Van Tuijl 2000). Some more

critical work points out how ‘global’ (Northern-dominated)

discourses have pushed out alternative discourses origi-

nating in the global South (Bownas 2017). When diversity

is valued, it is for its potential contribution to attaining a

shared purpose through collaboration based on the foun-

dation of common ground. Magis (2010) has demonstrated

that coalitions value the strength diversity brings through

providing access to a broad range of resources and audi-

ences and facilitating comprehensive understandings (p.

325). Discussing the ability to pursue both joint and

organisational goals through collective action, Saz-Car-

ranza and Ospina (2011) argued that it is crucial for a

network to value diversity as the ‘power base’ that provides

credibility and legitimacy, while the network develops the

power to act collectively and translate this diversity into

access and action. They identified a unity–diversity para-

dox in collaborative action for collective goals. Although

network diversity and unity are both necessary to achieve

these goals, they may also undermine each other, as giving

space to diversity can pre-empt the unity needed for

coordinated action, while imposition or creation of unity

can push valuable diversities to the background (Saz-Car-

ranza and Ospina 2011, as cited in Arensman, van Wessel

and Hilhorst 2017, p. 1313).

In studies of collaboration, diversity has thus mainly

been treated as both a resource and a barrier for collective
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action. Although this approach relates well to questions

around diversity and collaboration in the context of

transnational campaigns, its value for understanding the

role of diversity in collaboration more broadly is uncertain.

Collaboration in advocacy does not necessarily seek to

attain collective goals through joint campaigning; it can

also aim to advance the goals of individual organisations,

and it may involve exchanges and actions that do not

demand shared understandings or collective coordination

(Arensman et al. 2017). Finally, the emphasis on collective

understandings distracts from the complexity of issues that

demand diverse capacities, perspectives and representation

of diverse stakeholders (Dentoni et al. 2018).

In this study we engage the diversities CSO staff

themselves identify as relevant, to see how this relevance

emerges for CSOs trying to attain objectives in the domain

of DRR, so that such diversities may be acknowledged and

engaged with more. The context of India lends itself well to

an exploration of the significance of such diversity. Civil

society in India serves many types of constituents and

comprises many organisational forms, agendas and types of

relations between actors (Van Wessel et al. 2018), also

when it comes to DRR (Pal and Shaw 2018; Van Wessel

et al. 2019). DRR is a complex issue and is also approached

as such in the Indian context (Pal and Shaw 2018). CSOs in

this context seeking collaboration may therefore be

expected to approach collaboration with other CSOs with

an eye to variegated capacities, understandings, view-

points, and forms of power and legitimacy. We can also

expect CSOs’ roles to take shape in interaction with other

CSOs, as they position themselves in relation to each other

and exchange resources considered valuable for their own

or more collective objectives, with at least some engage-

ment with the diversities involved.

Southern Ownership and Leadership

Worldwide, there is growing recognition among CSOs,

multilateral institutions and donor states of the necessity of

‘Southern’ ownership in sustainable development. The

dominance of Northern CSOs and donors in many North–

South collaborations has been widely established and

problematised, mainly pointing to the detrimental effects of

donor dependence and associated impositions on autono-

mous roles (see, e.g. De Almagro 2018; Jalali 2013). A

long-term goal increasingly embraced by academics,

donors and sections of civil society is to create conditions

where responsibilities and leadership increasingly lie with

Southern CSOs (see, e.g. Banks et al. 2015; Netherlands

Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2019; Global Fund Community

Foundations n.d.; Goodman 2016). Solutions proposed thus

far focus fully on these same North–South power relations.

Some do so in material terms, seeking a solution in direct

funding (Ismail 2019). Other solutions on offer seek to

reshape working relations. Mostly this is framed in terms of

‘partnership’, a concept that has itself already been fre-

quently problematised (Fowler 2016; Contu and Girei

2014; Elbers 2012). A more facilitating role for Northern

actors is also argued for (Banks et al. 2015). Other ways

forward are seen in the reclaiming (Mitlin et al. 2007) and

resistance (Townsend et al. 2004) through which Southern

CSOs carve out space for alternatives, withstanding

domesticating mechanisms in the aid system. The current

#Shifthepower movement that seeks to advance local

groups’ independence and ownership is also part of this

struggle for independence.

While these are important efforts seeking to tackle

detrimental effects of power relations between Northern

and Southern CSOs, our study seeks move away from

North–South power relations as the key problem that needs

to be fixed. Rather, we question the prominence of the

North–South binary relation structuring collaborations in

development and point to the importance of more South-

ern-centred collaboration dynamics. If Southern CSOs are

to do more leading, their contexts, understandings, capac-

ities and ambitions must move more to the centre in pro-

grammes and therefore also in collaborations. We need to

learn who matters to Southern CSOs, for what, from their

own understandings of what they are trying to do and

achieve. This can advance Southern ownership and lead-

ership in several interconnected ways. First, this makes the

true identities and aims of Southern CSOs more visible,

facilitating their recognition. This counters the common

practice among Northern CSOs to brand their programmes

and results in terms that privilege collective aims and

understandings that are often largely Northern-defined,

with little eye for the specific perspectives that Southern

CSOs bring into the collaboration. Secondly, understanding

Southern perspectives on advocacy collaboration can help

donors and Northern CSOs establish what Southern lead-

ership would mean in practice for questions regarding with

whom and for what to work, how to collaborate and what

this implies for various actors’ roles. CSOs navigate the

possibilities of their roles as agents and construct- these

roles based on their own perspectives and capacities while

engaging with opportunities and constraints within the

contexts relevant to them (Van Wessel et al. 2019).

Recognising this may have important implications for

CSOs’ roles in collaborations, as it makes it possible to

identify how different collaborations may or may not

strengthen Southern CSOs’ roles, from their perspective.

For example, the prominent nature and added value of

donors’ and Northern CSOs’ involvement often envisioned

in development programmes cannot be taken as given (Van

Wessel et al. 2019). Finally, the ‘collective’ goals of
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coalitions, alliances and partnerships may not actually be

so collective when we foreground individual organisations’

objectives or emergent objectives by focusing on how CSO

leaders think about the helpfulness of collaborations.

Focusing on Southern CSOs’ perspectives on advocacy

collaborations may also reveal the relative importance of

international vs. national-level advocacy efforts and give

more prominence to domestic efforts in which Southern

CSOs can have a more leading role. As Gaventa and

McGee (2010) have shown, country-level advocacy and

policy change are important, and this is increasingly

understood in the development sector (see, e.g. Walker and

Christie 2015). Importantly, this does not mean ignoring

the power that often structures these relations, but rather

finding a way to shed light on the relative added value of

CSOs for achieving organisational and collective objec-

tives. Exploring complementarity in shaping collaborations

can thus help the development sector and individual CSOs

to identify CSOs’ different qualities, capacities and

resources and to consider these in collaborations to

advance ownership and Southern leadership. The often

difficult and sometimes stifling search for ‘common

ground’ can then give more way to emergent, fluid and

smaller-scale ways of finding each other.

Case, Site and Methods

Disasters such as floods, landslides and droughts affect

human lives, agriculture, infrastructure and other physical

assets. Disasters, hazards and vulnerability are inter-related

through correlations between natural resource manage-

ment, poverty and social inequality (Blaikie et al. 1994;

Hewitt 2014). In disaster contexts, the social, cultural and

economic environments of socially disadvantaged groups

are the most affected (Blaikie et al. 1994; Benson et al.

2001). The highest levels of disaster resilience are found in

societies with varied economies, robust institutions, cohe-

sive social infrastructure and all-encompassing policy

agendas to prevent or deal with the impact of disaster (Noy

2009, Aldrich and Sawada 2015; Dagli and Ferrarini 2019).

In recent years, DRR has increasingly become a policy

priority among states, international institutions and CSOs.

The United Nations Office for DRR (UNISDR 2004)

defines DRR as ‘the systematic development and applica-

tion of policies, strategies and practices to minimise vul-

nerabilities, hazards and the unfolding of disaster impacts

throughout a society, in the broad context of sustainable

development’ (p. 3). Policies and strategies in the multi-

disciplinary field of DRR approach disasters as having

socioeconomic, political and environmental origins (Hewitt

2007; Wisner et al. 2004; Gaillard 2007; Alexander 2000).

This is reflected in multiple global narratives and

frameworks, such as the Sustainable Development Goals

2015–2030 (UN 2015a), the Sendai Framework for

Disaster Risk Reduction (UN 2015b), the Framework

Convention on Climate Change—Conferences of the Par-

ties (UN 2015c) and the World Humanitarian Summit (UN

2016). Effective DRR makes communities resilient, guar-

anteeing that vulnerability will not be amplified through

development efforts or other externally initiated activities

(UNDP 2004; UNISDR 2004; DFID 2005).

Vulnerability is not inevitable—DRR measures can

minimise the physical and human consequences of disas-

ters. Nevertheless, governments cannot accomplish sub-

stantial, sustainable DRR alone. It is necessary for different

kinds of CSOs to play a role in these efforts (OECD-DAC

1994; Vaughan and Hillier 2019). Recent experiences in

Asia suggest that CSOs have been key in supporting local

governments’ capacity building (Khan and Ali 2014).

UNSIDR acknowledges the special competences of CSOs

operating at grassroots level, which can respond to local

people’s priorities and build on local capacities. Relatively

free from bureaucratic structures and systems, CSOs are

comparatively flexible, and they are often able to address

the needs of the poorest and most vulnerable (UNISDR

2006, p. 2). Compared with other actors, CSOs are thus

well positioned to adopt inclusive and consensual approa-

ches in local disaster planning and resilience building

(Lassa 2018). The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk

Reduction 2030, a leading global framework, recognises

the potential role of CSOs in DRR worldwide. Existing

studies suggest that the scope of CSOs’ work can still

expand in terms of humanitarian and international devel-

opment for DRR in both emergency and non-emergency

contexts, especially where empty spaces are left by for-

mally mandated institutions such as local and national

governments (Lassa 2018).

India is prone to multiple disasters and natural hazards,

which have the largest effect on vulnerable populations

(Dilley et al. 2005; Ray-Bennett 2009). Disaster manage-

ment in India has grown from a relief-based approach to a

multidimensional and proactive institutionalised set-up

involving multiple stakeholders (MoEF 2012). In many

cases these include CSOs (see, e.g. Chatterjee et al. 2010;

Vahanvati and Mulligan 2017; Pal and Shaw 2018). Roles

that the state assigns to CSOs seem to be primarily in

support in capacity development, awareness raising,

mobilisation, relief, reconstruction and rehabilitation, i.e.

complementing the capacity of the state (National Disaster

Management Authority 2016; Bahadur et al. 2016; Pal and

Shaw 2018). While this underscores complementarity

between CSOs from the (instrumental) Indian state’s per-

spective, it does not do so explicitly, nor does this literature

engage with CSOs’ perspectives on complementarity

between them. To explore this complementarity between
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CSOs from their perspectives, we engaged with 11 CSOs,

most of which were members of a single consortium of

professional CSOs working on DRR and related themes

across India. This consortium, in turn, was part of an

international collaboration of CSOs working on DRR

advocacy. This collaboration spanned multiple continents

and was officially led by a Netherlands-based alliance of

CSOs supported by the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign

Affairs. We chose to engage with this consortium since it

would allow us to research a case of diverse CSOs involved

in DRR collaboration involving both domestic and inter-

national CSOs. While our sample may not be representa-

tive of the population of CSOs working on DRR (e.g.

involving mostly professional organisations, and engaged

in collaboration), our sample did guarantee that we would

obtain meaningful information about how CSOs working

on DRR in India perceive the nature and value of diversity

in collaboration. In addition, we did not focus on the

consortium but also explored CSOs’ ideas about collabo-

ration more broadly. Another study members of our team

conducted (Katyaini et al. n.d.) confirmed collaboration

across diversities also with another set of CSOs.

The CSOs in our sample were diverse in terms of

organisational background and included humanitarian,

faith-based, secular, technical, rights-based and develop-

ment organisations. Some were Indian chapters of inter-

national CSOs, others were state-level or national-level

Indian CSOs and one was a network of small, informal

grassroots CSO. They worked at different levels, from the

grassroots to state or national levels. They also differed

widely in topical focus, with DRR in many cases integrated

in a wider range of activities including disaster manage-

ment more broadly, environmental and natural resource

management, climate change adaptation/mitigation and

inclusive development. We explored complementarity both

inside and outside the consortium because many of the

CSOs had experience with other collaborations. However,

we will likely not have covered the full spectrum of pos-

sibly relevant diversities with our sample, for example

because we had few social movement organisations in it.

This, however, does not detract from the validity of our

proof of principle.

We conducted 33 interviews with staff members (mostly

directors and project managers) working for these CSOs.

These interviews focused on complementarity, asking

about their preferences for collaboration partners, the ways

different types of CSOs complement each other, and the

added value of different CSOs in a collaboration. We also

examined the CSOs’ internal documents and websites,

attended their internal meetings and workshops, and visited

project implementation field sites. Data analysis consisted

of finding patterns in the interview data with regard to

complementarity, through several rounds of inductive

coding and identifying different forms of complementarity

that we categorised into types. We used ATLAS.ti software

for coding the data. Such construction of typologies

regarding CSO roles through data such as staff interviews

is more commonly done (see, e.g. Sunata and Tosun 2019).

Findings

In this section, we discuss the typology we developed,

which describes complementarities in terms of capacities,

geographical landscape, perspectives, networks and levels.

Table 1 provides an overview of complementarities we

identified, also indicating the specific expressions. Below,

we explain and illustrate these.

Complementarity of Capacities

Three aspects of complementarity of capacities emerged in

the research: knowledge transfer and training, community

mobilisation, and resource mobilisation.

Knowledge Transfer and Training

Knowledge exchange and complementary knowledges in

collaboration were frequently emphasised. First, consider-

ing the multidimensionality of disaster and DRR, different

CSOs having expertise in different DRR-relevant domains

were often pointed to for their complementarity. ‘If we

have to work in Uttarkhand, we cannot do it by ourselves,

we need [local partner] as they know the topography and

the needs of the people and the terrain better’, as one

interviewee working on inclusiveness of DRR explained.

Second, interviewees also commonly emphasised how

collaborations had led to important learning that helped

them develop and/or execute interventions in DRR. As

interviewee from a CSO specialising in housing explained:

‘from [CSO specializing in ecosystems management] we

have learnt that DRR is also about this. In the future,

because of climate change, it is important to work on

ecosystems management’. Third, many of the interviewed

CSO staff considered people’s problems to be localised,

requiring context-specific expertise and knowledge,

requiring complementarity in capacity between local

CSOs. For example, a national-level technical organisation

emphasised that local CSOs have the ability to train other

grassroots-level CSOs on building disaster-resistant houses

in areas with earthquakes, floods or landslides, using local

materials, arguing that local CSOs are sensitive to local

communities’ needs and are more aware of the topography.

Other CSOs pointed out that grassroots- and state-level

CSOs have a better understanding of the locally rooted

social dynamics of gender, caste, religion, ethnicity or
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conflict, allowing CSOs specialising in different aspects of

knowledge to build on each other’s capacities in local

collaboration. Knowledge regarding the local socio-politi-

cal context and administration was also important. The

director of a grassroots CSO noted that ‘coordination

between the village, block and district level administration

is necessary for the project to run well’.

Community Mobilisation

Most of the studied CSOs worked in grassroots networks

operating through village-level volunteers, field staff and

offices. Through these networks, CSOs mobilised the

population, spread information and created awareness.

Most such networks were led by secular organisations, but

some were religious. For example, an international Chris-

tian humanitarian CSO had a wide network throughout

India, including 174 church-affiliated social service

organisations at the village, district and state levels in

Bihar, Gujarat, Uttarakhand, Odisha and Tamil Nadu.

These states are prone to floods, earthquakes, landslides,

cyclones, and tsunamis. To address the associated prob-

lems, the organisation collaborated with other CSOs in the

region. It also used its network to mobilise people and

spread knowledge produced by other international and

national CSOs. For instance, the organisation’s DRR pro-

ject manager noted that they previously had little knowl-

edge on wetlands and ecosystem management but learned

about water-body management and wetlands preservation

through collaboration with an international CSO. They then

spread this information to communities in their reach. This

shows how complementarity can facilitate CSO efforts to

spread awareness in local communities on the importance

of reducing disaster risk and create capacity and motivation

to act.

Resource Mobilisation

Resource mobilisation is important for CSOs. Some

organisations are very successful in this, whereas others

struggle significantly, and some international organisations

provide resource mobilisation training. For example, a

senior project manager of the Indian chapter of an inter-

national Christian CSO reported receiving training from

their international partners on fundraising and on devel-

oping a database of DRR funding sources. Through col-

laboration, national-level CSOs also assist grassroots-level

CSOs with resource mobilisation, sharing information and

teaching them how to apply for funds from government

schemes or the local administration.

Complementarity Within a Geographical Setting

This complementarity concerns the added value of CSOs

working in the same geographical area. One form is terri-

torial. CSOs working in a particular geographical envi-

ronment are familiar with the region’s topography, giving

them an advantage in understanding the local landscape,

water bodies, agricultural practices, climatic and soil

quality, as well as social aspects like local gender and caste

dimensions. CSOs working on DRR at various levels

within the same area can complement each other’s work

through partnerships. Furthermore, an intervention in one

location can impact other nearby locations, as a senior

project manager of an environmental technical CSO

explained:

In DRR, we speak about planning beyond adminis-

trative boundaries of village or gram panchayat [local

governance unit]. The focus is on the landscape.

Thus, activities in one village may influence other

villages. For example, an upper catchment village

may cause waterlogging in another village. In order

Table 1 Overview of complementarities

Complementarity of capacities at
domestic level

Knowledge transfer and

training

Community mobilisation Resource mobilisation

Complementarity within a geographical
setting/landscape at domestic level

In territorial terms Complementary specialisations

Complementarity of perspectives at
domestic level

In terms of the diverse

ideological approaches

Complementarity of networks at
different level

Funding Knowledge Advocacy

Complementarity of advocacy at
different levels

Local-level advocacy

complements state-level

advocacy

State-level advocacy

complements national-level

advocacy

National-level advocacy

complements international-level

advocacy

The complementarity of international
CSOs

By association: visibility,

credibility and prestige

New knowledge, approaches

and professional practices

Funding towards a longer-term

vision
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to have an effect in the lower-lying village, some

activities may be needed in the upper village, perhaps

in the form of change in agriculture practices or

cropping patterns. We have to plan for the lower

catchment areas for risk reduction and need to

involve the areas of the upper catchment locations

and the CSOs working there.

Complementarity within a geographical setting can also

involve multiple types of knowledge. In a specific setting,

CSOs work on a variety of issues and produce information

on themes such as climate change adaptation, ecosystem

management, animal husbandry, livelihood and agricul-

tural diversification, health and sanitation, and child safety.

These diverse specialisations strengthen collaborations

among CSOs working in the same geographical area. In

CSO training programmes, organisations with different

specialisations come together to solve problems. For

example, during training sessions on flood mitigation

organised by the studied consortium, some CSOs provided

training on how to build safe shelters and on early evacu-

ation techniques, whereas others emphasised health issues

and discussed first aid.

Complementarity of Perspectives

Complementarity of perspectives refers to the diverse

ideological approaches CSOs follow. Each CSO in our

study viewed DRR through a different lens—social,

humanitarian, rights-based, or environmental. For example,

an international Christian CSO in our study approached

disaster from a humanitarian perspective; a technical

environmental CSO from a standpoint of ecosystem man-

agement, climate change and landscape; and a rights-based

CSO from the perspective of the marginalised communities

and inclusiveness in development. The country director of

an international technical CSO explained:

We see DRR from an environmental and ecosystems

perspective; we take into consideration the metro-

logical data, the pattern of floods and science to

prevent future disaster related risk.

While the director of a rights-based CSO emphasised

other dimensions:

When disaster happens, animal welfare and rights

should be taken into account as well, apart from

human life. Animals must be identified, so they can

be easily reunited with their owners after the disaster

and similarly sharing information on effective vac-

cination programmes to protect animals’ health as a

preparation before disaster strikes.

In CSO collaborations, these different perspectives can

combine to make it possible to address DRR in a more

complete and inclusive way. Although these differences

sometimes lead to competition, they can also be integrated,

and some of the studied CSOs saw the different perspec-

tives in the consortium as enlightening.

Complementarity of Networks

CSOs can facilitate each other’s access to diverse national

and international platforms, centring on important shared

interests (i.e. funding, knowledge and advocacy). CSO

networks provide opportunities and can facilitate the voices

of CSOs being heard in different arenas. Most of the

interviewed CSO staff agreed that being part of varied

networks develops complementary collaborations among

CSOs. Although there may sometimes be competition for

funds, networks are often enabling in nature, directly or

indirectly facilitating information sharing on funding and

other vital issues. This is especially helpful for small CSOs,

which would not otherwise have access to such informa-

tion. One relevant DRR platform is SPHERE India, the

Indian chapter of a global movement aiming to improve the

quality of humanitarian assistance that began in 1997.

Another network is Building Advisory Services and

Information Network—South Asia, a regional knowledge

platform that provides information and shares knowledge

on rural habitat and livelihood solutions in South Asia. The

interviewed CSO staff noted that being part of international

and national forums not only helps in getting funds,

recognition and credibility, but also provides the opportu-

nity to collaborate with like-minded CSOs and articulate

voices. Furthermore, it has facilitated synergies between

international trends and their adaptation to country con-

texts. Examples of such developments include the Sendai

Framework for DRR (2015–2030), the Hyogo Framework

(2005–2015), the World Conference on DRR, and the

Asian Ministerial Conference on DRR.

Additionally, some CSOs have access to the state,

working closely with the government and serving as

members of government-appointed committees and panels

on DRR. This access is possible because of their credibility

and track records. One of the studied CSOs had access to

DRR policy makers, and from that position could bring in

viewpoints of other CSOs it was working with, which had

less direct access and act as the voice of these partner

CSOs, to a degree. In addition, for some Indian CSOs,

being associated with reputed national and international

CSOs that work with the Indian government adds to their

own credibility in the eyes of Indian government agencies,

and thus their access. ‘Due to our association with [inter-

national CSO] we were able to engage [government

agency], as one interviewee explained.
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Complementarity of Advocacy at Different Levels

Advocacy takes place at subnational, national and inter-

national levels, and collaboration among different CSOs

facilitates spreading their messages across these levels of

influence.

Local-Level Advocacy Complements State-Level Advocacy

Local CSOs provide contextually rooted perspectives,

ideas and case studies. Being rooted at the local level gives

them a good understanding of communities and their

issues. Context-specific knowledge of socially embedded

inequalities related to caste, class, gender and religion is

useful in formulating DRR policies. As a programme

manager of a grassroots humanitarian and rights-based

CSO noted, policy advocacy requires bringing issues that

are local in nature into the public domain. Context-specific

aspects are especially important when government officials

and policy makers formulate plans for village development

or district-related DRR. Although local-level grassroots

CSOs may not have direct access to the state administra-

tion, their collaboration with larger CSOs working at the

state level gives representation to their perspectives in this

arena. An interview with the director of a state-level rights-

based CSO illustrated this point:

The state administration wanted to have a state-level

rehabilitation policy […] to develop [housing] colo-

nies and shift local communities when there is a

disaster. We were asked to provide policy sugges-

tions. We partnered with locally relevant, diverse

grassroots CSOs for interventions and approached

them for opinions on this issue. They informed us that

shifting local communities to a semi-urban colony

would bring trauma, alienation and loss of livelihood.

Thus, we put the views of the grassroots CSOs before

the state administration and advocated for policy

change.

State-Level Advocacy Complements National-Level

Advocacy

CSOs working at the state level seek to represent state-

specific experiences and findings at the national level. They

advocate for the inclusion of state-specific demands in

DRR policies. A senior manager of a rights-based, tech-

nical development organisation noted that state-level CSOs

can provide information to each other and to national-level

CSOs, offering state perspectives. Because of their work in

particular states, some CSOs are often invited to advise the

government during policy formulation. These CSOs take

this as an opportunity to present their viewpoints and those

of other state-level CSOs with which they collaborate that

would otherwise lack access to such national platforms.

National-Level Advocacy Complements International-

Level Advocacy

Through country-specific examples and case studies,

national-level CSOs advocate for India in international

platforms. For example, national-level Indian CSOs

brought country-specific concerns to the South Asian

Association for Regional Cooperation’s initiative for a

community-based trans-boundary early warning system.

An interview with the head of a secular humanitarian CSO

illustrates a national-level CSOs’ advocacy work in inter-

national contexts:

Whenever floods happen, they see no boundaries,

leading to huge loss of human and animal life and

financial damages. We advocate for development of

community-based early warning systems involving

CSOs, local communities and administrations, and

research institutes. India is to have a bigger role

because of it regional geo-political importance and its

high stakes in it. We try to make sure that interna-

tional CSOs doing advocacy on this take the Indian

stance forward.

The Complementarity of International CSOs

Most of the complementarities CSOs discussed are at the

domestic level. Where does that leave international CSOs

collaborating with these domestic CSOs? The staff of

Indian CSOs we interviewed largely defined this comple-

mentarity in terms of support and facilitation: strengthen-

ing domestic CSOs through their capacities and

contributions. First, the Indian CSO staff valued being

associated with international CSOs. Many felt that col-

laboration with international CSOs increases their visibil-

ity, credibility and prestige in domestic NGO circles or

government circles. As a former deputy manager of a

domestic rights-based CSO noted:

Our prestige is enhanced and other domestic CSOs

take us seriously when we liaise with global CSOs.

At times, meetings with policy makers can be

organised in an effective manner when foreign names

are attached.

Similarly, participation at international fora can be

helpful at the domestic level. As one CSO explained: ‘if

your work is showcased in an international forum through

partnerships and collaborations, the state might think of

taking up some of your ideas in their policy’. Association

Voluntas (2021) 32:717–730 725

123



with international CSOs thus appears to expand for Indian

CSOs their mandate in their domestic contexts in the eyes

of important stakeholders, including the state. This was a

common point among interviewees, in spite of the sensi-

tivities around foreign collaborations that have gained

prominence in recent years in India, which apparently has

not affected this complementarity in a major way in the

context of DRR. At the same time, however, some inter-

viewees did mention avoiding association with (interna-

tional) CSOs having a reputation for confronting the state,

such as Greenpeace, or even some Christian development

organisations, in light of the growing dominance of Hindu

nationalism in India.

For some interviewees, association with international

CSOs also helps gain recognition internationally, e.g. with

foreign funders who may classify a CSO in terms of, e.g.

capacity and values because of its association with inter-

national CSOs or networks.

A second complementarity lies in the exposure to

international frameworks and ideas that engagement with

international CSOs offer. Through international collabo-

ration, Indian CSOs get to be exposed to new and globally

current ideas and developments, such as the Sendai

framework. This again helps these CSOs domestically,

given the status of such frameworks as well as the pressure

or ambition of the Indian state to relate to such frame-

works. As one interviewee explained:

Global partnerships really help. A global mandate is

necessary to highlight an issue. With a global man-

date and global events, you can do anything you

want, with its backing. A mandate has to be ratio-

nalised. For example, the Sendai framework provides

a mandate for disaster governance.

Relatedly, interviewees mentioned the added value of

international CSOs’ knowledge and expertise, exposing

them to new knowledge, approaches and professional

practices.

A third type of complementarity offered by international

CSOs involves international CSOs’ ability to provide

funding towards a longer-term vision, rather than the short-

term visible results often demanded by domestic funders

such companies supporting NGOs through India’s man-

dated corporate social responsibility spending (the Com-

panies Act of 2013). One interviewee noted that, compared

with domestic donors, international CSOs are sometimes

more open to experimentation and risk-taking in terms of

achieving results. These characteristics of international

CSOs as donors were appreciated. As the director of a

national-level technical and environmental CSO described:

It is easy to convince the international donors about

new ideas, as they are more willing to experiment and

take risks. In contrast, domestic donors do not see

relevance in many new ideas [and are not] ready to

take risks; they prefer service delivery outputs [and]

have a short-term vision.

Another interviewee found international CSOs to be

open and patient in supporting gradual change. As the head

of a state-level technical CSO said, ‘Awareness, teaching

and empowerment all need time to develop, so they are

willing to see changes that are slow and gradual’. Several

interviewees, however, also pointed to constraining ele-

ments in relations with international CSOs. The director of

a national-level technical CSO complained of not getting

credit to Indian CSOs as actors in their own right:

Our name or any of the other domestic CSOs’ name

is not mentioned in their documents. We are kept

anonymous. This is worrying for us. We need

acknowledgment of our work when we collaborate in

an international project. It looks a bit colonial.

Some Indian CSO staff described the role accorded to

them by international CSOs as that of a subcontractor,

carrying out tasks rather than developing their own

capacities, innovating or covering their overhead costs. In

addition, they described transparency regarding funding

allocation across organisations as lacking. This relationship

was thus at least in some interviews described not as one

between equal partners but rather appeared to be structured

to reinforce inequality.

Indian CSOs receiving international funds or collabo-

rating with international CSOs also experienced close

monitoring of their work by the Indian state. They found it

necessary to carefully select their partners because working

with certain organisations could cause problems for the

Indian CSOs.

Overall, our findings show that Indian CSOs value col-

laboration with international CSOs to the extent that these

organisations can help them attain their own established

objectives, and they express reservations concerning diffi-

culties when collaborations fail to do this. There was very

little discussion of complementarity in terms of collective

action on ‘global’ issues or the grand need for ‘common

ground’ and collective endeavour. Although the intervie-

wees were clearly aware of the global nature of issues and

were open to internationally developed approaches, seeing

their relevance, their conceptualisation of their role and

complementarity with international CSOs in executing that

role was largely domestically oriented.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The typology of complementarities as shown in Table 1

and the discussion above shed lights on the way CSOs

working in DRR emphasise complementarities at domestic

level, putting value on the diversities of civil society in

their own context, with international CSOs’ complemen-

tarity largely defined in terms of support and facilitation.

The findings are context-specific and likely idiosyncratic in

terms of the exact nature of the complementarities. How-

ever, the broader insight of the relative roles of domestic

and international complementarities point for us to broader

implications of the analysis, providing three main insights.

The first insight concerns acknowledgement of diversi-

ties as a starting point for developing collaboration. The

interviewed CSO leaders pointed to the value of comple-

mentary among CSOs across a range of aspects: capacities,

geographic settings, perspectives, networks and levels.

Organisations identified these complementarities from a

clear understanding of their own roles and identities. In

describing the complementarities, CSOs emphasised the

added value of collaboration rather than a redefinition of

roles through collaboration. Whereas CSO programmes

often stress a common purpose and common ground among

partners, the CSO staff we interviewed emphasised com-

plementarities relevant for attaining their individual

organisational objectives. Although this may suggest a lack

of coordination, it fits with understandings common in the

governance literature, where collaboration between stake-

holders and organisations is usually assumed to be neces-

sary because their different perspectives, interests and

bodies of knowledge may all contribute to solving a

problem—something Northern-dominated programming

generally does not pay much explicit attention to (see, e.g.

Sida 2019: Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2019).

The interviewed CSO leaders commonly acknowledged

that a complex, multidimensional issue such as DRR

implies interdependence among the involved CSOs.

Arguably, openness to complementarities as they emerge

contextually may facilitate the integration of work on

multiple dimensions of an issue in ways that would be

difficult to achieve through ‘coordinated’ efforts following

a set agenda rooted in the understanding of a few leading

CSOs responsible for a formalised and commonly funding-

based ‘partnership’ that may involve much central steering.

Although our findings suggest this potential, in practice,

many CSOs do work with funders with specific agendas

and an inclination to control and ‘coordinate’. Dominant

CSO and donor practices may limit the emergence of the

types of complementarity that the CSO staff suggested

would be useful.

There may be important differences between what CSOs

identify as complementarities and actual patterns of

organisational behaviour. Competition, transaction costs,

diverging understandings and other barriers (Schmitz et al.

2018) may work against both the optimal exploitation of

complementarities and collaboration in general. It is nev-

ertheless important to explore the possibilities. Acknowl-

edgement of diversity in early stages of programme

development and openness to emergence in the course of

programmes can help to do justice to the identities,

capacities and aims of the CSOs involved, thereby

advancing Southern leadership and ownership in collabo-

rations. A next step may be developing principles and

practices for shaping and adapting programming that allow

complementarities to be realised.

The second insight from this study concerns contextu-

ality, pertinent to the question of Southern ownership. The

findings primarily bring out context-specific, contingent

and emergent qualities of complementarities that may

come about when interactions are rooted in mutual respect

and autonomy. As the data analysis shows, complemen-

tarity is in fact already a reality for CSOs, which have a

good understanding of who can matter to them, for what

and why. Many complementarities identified by the inter-

viewees involved other CSOs working in the Indian con-

text, directly relevant to their objectives. Our data also

show then, that complementarity is not necessarily or only

about building on Southern capacity. It is also about

acknowledging and starting from Southern CSOs’ under-

standings of who matters for what when working on an

issue. International complementarities matter (e.g. for

funding, knowledge sharing, capacity development, and

spreading values and norms), but the Indian CSOs were

geared towards addressing what they saw as domestic

problems (cf. Pallas and Urpelainen 2013) and usually

focused on domestic complementarities. These domestic

complementarities could be either context-specific (e.g.

expertise on vulnerabilities rooted in local social inequal-

ities or climatic conditions) or generic (e.g. project man-

agement). This implies that it may be worthwhile to

explore complementarity as a foundation for international

advocacy collaborations that are more open to Southern

perspectives. Openness to this from donors and Northern

CSOs may lead to putting in perspective the role of ‘in-

ternational dimensions’ as defining issues and to seeing the

importance of domestic issues and domestic-level collab-

oration. From a Southern CSO’s perspective, ‘local

knowledge’ and ‘from the ground’ may mean knowledge

that is important for domestic advocacy and that prioritises

contextually significant issues (e.g. caste discrimination)

that are not necessarily central in international discourse.

Important ‘expertise’, even for generic capacities like

project management, may be locally available rather than
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exclusive to international NGOs. In setting up CSO advo-

cacy programmes, acknowledging this can mean giving

contextuality more space and developing argumentation on

how the relative strengths of different Southern and

Northern CSOs can complement each other in various

political arenas (cf. Jordan and Van Tuijl 2000).

The third insight is that it is important to recognise

overlapping networks where different forms of comple-

mentarity can emerge. In addition to helping to do more

justice to Southern diversity, this approach to comple-

mentarity can also encourage Northern CSOs to rethink

their roles as complementary to CSOs in the South—as

another way of advancing Southern leadership This does

not have to marginalise Northern CSOs. Rather, this

approach facilitates capitalising on relative strengths and

improving these from a starting point of mutual respect.

This requires asking new questions: How can we

acknowledge and complement different already-existing

capacities, perspectives, resources and work at multiple

levels? How can we add value to what Southern CSOs are

already trying to do? How can international advocacy

support causes as Southern CSOs understand them? This

may also involve encouraging Southern CSOs to integrate

international dimensions into their advocacy for DRR and

other global issues. The interviewed CSO staff did not

assign international CSOs a leading role in their work, but

some considered the backing of an international network

and the capacity to draw on international norms important

for enhancing local CSOs’ legitimacy in their own con-

texts. International advocacy on DRR appeared not to be

high on Indian CSOs’ agenda, suggesting that there is room

for growth regarding a more international outlook on DRR

and DRR advocacy. However, encouraging Southern CSOs

to incorporate international perspectives into their work is

not the same as presenting these as leading for a ‘common’

agenda backed by a funding relation.
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