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The RINGO Project partners with change agents 
across civil society to move from ideas to action.

The RINGO prototypes were selected through a rigorous co-
design process with the RINGO Social Lab. As a portfolio, these
innovations address areas of opportunity in our four quadrants

of transformation: Accountability and Risk; Leadership and
Governance; Solidarity and Partnership; and Resource Flows.



The standard practice for securing resources by local civil society organisations
(CSOs) is that funders and international NGOs (INGOs) issue large funding calls
asking civil society to respond to their requests, priorities and meet their criteria.
INGOs are the dominant civil society partner in most funding relationships, so
tend to hold most of the power in relationships with local actors, and in turn may
issue their own direct in-country call for partners. As a consequence, local actors
respond to internationally-driven priorities and frameworks in order to sustain
themselves, rather than what they may actually want or need for their
communities. They end up being ‘subcontractors’ or implementing partners to
INGOs with little agency or ownership.  

The ‘Reverse Call for Proposals’ puts local civil society in control. Local
organisations involved in the prototype will issue a ‘call for proposals’ to
international actors to provide support for locally-determined endeavours. Local
organisations (through networks) would vet the potential of international actors  -
funders and INGOs - to support them and meet their local needs. This could be in
the form of financial or in-kind support: technical, administrative, expertise,
knowledge, advocacy or more. It could be a short-term relationship or building a
longer-term partnership. 

The prototype summarised in this report is the second iteration of RINGO’s
‘Reverse Call for Proposals’. The idea was originally conceived under the
name ‘For the People, By the People: An Alternative Solidarity Model’. The
prototyping team developed this idea in Swaziland*, a country where civic
space is rapidly closing. Unfortunately, due to the volatile environment, we
halted work on the prototype due to safety concerns of the local activists.
You can find out more about the concept development by watching the
recording of this prototype’s Innovative Edge session at the RINGO Learning
Festival 2022 and reading the event report. 

* Democracy supporters and opposition groups in civil society continue to
use the name Swaziland as opposed to Eswatini.

The Reverse Call for Proposals
Reimagining the fundamental way in which local
civil society actors secure funding, by putting
them in the driving seat for change. 

Overview

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zZ-krZWUXfo
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1iRroislOuehwjFJSaR7xuMfjK9Eo9d80/view


How might we re-imagine a new approach 
and organisational model for international 

civil society solidarity and action? 

How might we enable and mainstream a
justice and solidarity based approach that

changes the way INGOs think/measure their
success and shifting power to local activists

and CSOs?

The Reverse Call for Proposals

Host Organisations and Partners
The ‘Reverse Call for Proposals’ prototype design and rollout is led by a collective
of civil society organisations, including members of the RINGO team, Pledge for
Change, Center for Disaster Preparedness (Philippines), Affinity Group of National
Associations (AGNA), Kujalink and the Zambian Governance Foundation for Civil
Society (ZGF).
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How does it work? 
The Reverse Call for Proposals aims to build on the spirit of placing power in the
hands of local organisations, with international actors being accountable to those
they serve. It roughly follows these steps: 

Civil society organisations align around priorities with their constituencies.
Networks or civil society platforms can facilitate this process. 

1.

Civil society organisations or the respective network issue a Reverse Call for
Proposals along the defined priorities, describing the kind of support they are
seeking - be it in-kind or financial. They share the Reverse Call for Proposals
with INGOs and/or funders.  

2.

INGOs and/or funders review the reverse call and express their interest to
support the civil society organisations along the defined priorities and make a
proposal, how they would provide this support. 

3.

The civil society organisations - involving their constituencies - review and
accept the proposal for support, based on pre-defined criteria.

4.
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Our learning questions:

What needs to be ‘re-engineered’ in the supply side? We know that funding
and programming cycles in INGOs may not allow for immediate flexibility to
respond to these calls. We want to have a better sense of what comes
forward and what might need to change in terms of internal procedures,
programming and/or funding approaches in INGOs in order to make this
approach more commonplace. Who makes decisions to respond? Is it
country offices or HQ? How are these resourced? 

1.

How to respond to increased demand? We also recognise that there are
hundreds or more local civil society actors in each country. For our first
trial, we aim to learn how best to collaborate in order to streamline a
process for INGOs to respond to; for our second trial, we are navigating
how best to work through networks and what the parameters of
collaboration with international actors might be. 

1.

How can technology support this? We are working with Kuja to provide the
tech solutions and enable Reverse Calls for Proposals to be easily
accessible and user-friendly. Kuja is a platform in which Global South CSOs
and donors or intermediaries (like INGOs) can form unique connections -
including through a matchmaking feature that links INGO directly with the
best-fit CSO to facilitate funding and partnership. Using Kuja technology,
we can host the Reverse Calls for Proposals and switch the direction -
where CSOs will find the best-fit INGO partners for the work that they want
to do. With close to 2000 CSOs currently engaged on Kuja, and the number
rising every day, our potential reach to share these new practices and
impact on community-based development is profound. We also want to
look at how online and offline approaches need to be merged in order to
build trust between international and local actors. 
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Testing the Reverse Call for Proposals in Zambia

Local Civil Society Organisations define priorities with their constituencies
The ‘reverse call’ was initially tested in Zambia, led by the Zambian Governance
Foundation (ZGF). ZGF facilitated a process of identifying priorities in nine
communities across four districts (Chibombo, Chisamba, Luangwa and Rufunsa),
using the asset-based community-led development (ABCD) approach, through
which they encouraged communities to identify their existing assets and to invest
their assets to respond to community priorities and needs jointly.

Local Civil Society Organisations issue a
Reverse Call for Proposals
Once the communities had formulated
their priorities, ZGF issued the first
Reverse Call for Proposals. ZGF invited
International NGOs to submit their
proposals in support of community-led
initiatives in Chisamba, Chibombo,
Rufunsa and Luangwa through (a)
financial support, (b) in-kind support, (c)
knowledge transfer and training, and/or
(d) support to partnership building and
stakeholder engagement.

https://www.zgf.org.zm/
https://www.zgf.org.zm/
https://mcusercontent.com/c5ee362a1fd0f40ccada54926/files/8e8c33d6-71d1-4e85-457c-b23ab02a957a/RCfP_guidelines_PDF_final_.01.pdf
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INGOs/funders express their interest to provide this support
The call was open to any INGOs working in Zambia, but the team initially focused
on INGO signatories who are participating in the Pledge for Change initiative, as
this approach would serve as a means to advance their commitments to equitable
partnership and influencing wider change. The team worked with the Pledge for
Change secretariat to provide additional support and scaffolding to this approach
for signatories with the aim of connecting the local decision makers to the global
systems to support and influence wider change in this direction.

Local Civil Society Organisations choose their preferred supporter
ZGF laid out a clear evaluation criteria for potential partners in the concept paper.
The team asked for INGOs to respond with proposals that indicate how they think
they can meet the needs of local actors. ZGF and its community stakeholders
reviewed ‘applications’ and have built a partnership with the winning proponent -
Plan International Zambia - to support a first community. 

Jack Kalipenta from ZGF holding a meeting to discuss a
partnership with Plan International Zambia (PIZ)  and
the Nyankanga Community Foundation in the
Nyankanga community, Chisamba district, Zambia

The Reverse Call for Proposals
aims to build on the spirit of
placing power in the hands of
local organisations, with
international actors being
accountable to those they
serve. We recognise that
organisations must ensure
appropriate risk management
and accountability procedures.
In the spirit of shifting power,
we will use the dynamic
accountability principles and
build on the RINGO prototype
on risk and compliance
management to negotiate
proportionate and reasonable
due diligence procedures
required by all parties involved
in the partnership. 

https://pledgeforchange2030.org/


The preferred partners will be considered based on
the following key criteria:

Motivation to support the proposal
A desire to shift power and work in genuine
solidarity, as evidenced in activities undertaken
over the past three years
Capacity to support the AGNA member during
the implementation
Willingness to engage in the implementation and
flexibility to adjust to changes through the
implementation
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Testing the Reverse Call for Proposals with an
international network: 

A second trial of the Reverse Call for Proposals is being led by the Affinity Group
of National Associations (AGNA), a CIVICUS network of 80+ national and regional
associations of CSOs. AGNA worked with its membership to issue Reversed Calls
for Proposals that were shared with INGOs organised in the Equitable
Partnerships Group of The Pledge for Change in November 2024. Seven AGNA
member organisations each developed a call, all addressing the issue of
strengthening discourse and action with their constituencies on shifting the
power. 

The Reverse Calls for Proposals were in the areas of: membership strengthening,
engagement and capacity building; network governance and ways of working;
advocacy and communication; resource mobilisation and sharing; and legitimacy,
transparency and accountability. 

The deadline for applications is 15th February 2025, and then AGNA members will
review the proposals and decide on the INGO that can best cater their respective
call.

https://www.civicus.org/index.php/what-we-do/strengthen/agna
https://www.civicus.org/index.php/what-we-do/strengthen/agna
https://pledgeforchange2030.org/
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In what ways does this innovation
contribute to shifting the power to local
civil society organisations? 
This initiative seeks to reimagine the purpose and role of INGOs while creating a
more balanced civil society globally that ensures national and local organisations
can have more power, resources and influence. This follows long-standing
demands from many in civil society for a more ethical ‘localisation’ and new forms
of bottom-up power.

The Reverse Call for Proposals places solidarity at the centre of partnerships, by
ensuring INGOs and funders are saying: ‘let us support you’, not ‘we know what’s
best’. Change is driven by the people who know what change is needed,
recognising the already immense set of skills and assets that local actors have. By
reversing the power relationship, communities are not passive recipients of so-
called ‘development’. INGOs are accountable to local actors, not the other way
round. 

The Reverse Call for Proposals can also have a transformative impact on the INGO
sector more broadly: it signposts the skills and resources that INGOs have in order
to drive agendas locally by focusing on demand within the system, not supply -
and how this demand is expressed through local organisations rather than
diagnosed by ‘experts’ of those same organisations offering the supply. INGOs of
the future will be shaped and staffed based on what they have to offer civil
society actors everywhere.
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Learnings and Challenges

“The fact that this approach is so counter cultural 
to the international parts of the system is illustrative 

of how far INGOs have travelled from their origin stories 
of allyship and accompaniment of communities

experiencing poverty and crisis.” 
Kate Moger, Pledge for Change

Mental models need to change on all sides, including on the demand side. 
While preparing the Reverse Call for Proposals within ZGF and AGNA, their
constituencies repeatedly asked: “But what can we ask for - what can we put into
the reverse call?” It was only when ZGF were preparing for Plan International to
visit the community that the local leaders realised that they could be in a
leadership role. In the ZGF case, it was illuminating to the community that they
could fully decide to take the guests to a certain part of the community, in order
to show which support they would like to receive. This had never occurred before.
The mental model of INGOs, funders and their strategies determining which part
of a community is visited is deeply ingrained with civil society actors. The
realisation that now it is up to them to define the terms of collaboration takes
time. In this case, it meant that areas that were never before visited by any foreign
civil society actor, had an opportunity to build a much-needed partnership. 

Turning a practice on its head takes time 
While ZGF received several expressions of interest - including from a private
company and other African NGOs - only two proposals were ultimately taken to
the local community. Only one from Plan International Zambia was solid enough
to stand the community vetting and is now being taken forward with the
respective local community. To this date, AGNA has received only one expression
of interest in response to their Reverse Call for Proposals (two weeks before the
submission timeline is closing). Many INGOs expressed surprise with this new
approach and shared more questions than clear expressions of interests. What is
needed is the willingness to build partnership over time and embark on a joint
process. 
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More flexibility is needed on the supply side. 
Some INGOs also expressed challenges to allocate funding to such a Reverse Call
for Proposals because their annual budget is already allocated. Local chapters of
decentralised INGOs started to fundraise with their associated chapters from the
Minority World in order to be able to support the Reverse Calls for Proposals
comprehensively. This exposed an internal power dynamic and inefficiencies at
the INGO level, between country offices and HQ.

Setting the standard for risk management and accountability procedures. 
A key concern raised by INGOs responding to the Zambian Reverse Call for
Proposals was around due diligence and financial accountability measures. While
we recognise that organisations must ensure appropriate risk management and
accountability procedures, in the spirit of shifting power, we emphasised the use
of dynamic accountability principles and looking to the RINGO prototype on risk
for ways to negotiate proportionate and reasonable due diligence procedures
required by all parties involved in the partnership.

For future reverse calls, the issuing organisation or network would ideally set a
standard for risk management and accountability procedures. In this way, we
would avoid each INGO - after being selected by the respective local civil society
organisation - establishing their own due diligence checks, which would lead to an
unnecessarily high bureaucratic burden for the local civil society organisation.  

Testing a tech platform
In order to reach more INGOs and funders, the Zambian Reverse Call for Proposals
was posted on LinkedIn as well as through their network. The Reverse Call for
Proposals curated by AGNA was initially only shared through The Pledge for
Change signatories, but they later decided to share it more publicly because the
response rate was rather low. This demonstrates the need for a trusted tech
platform to facilitate outreach and matchmaking.

In response to this, we are working with our partner, Kuja, a platform connecting
local civil society organisations with representatives across INGOs and funders to
enable local partnerships and local leadership. Kuja is working with AGNA and ZGF
to better understand how the platform can support creating, publicising, and
creating connections for a Reverse Call in the future. Together, we are building a
unique tool on Kuja that can support these shifts in power.

https://kuja.org/
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The role of the curator of the Reverse Call for Proposals is essential 
In our test cases, ZGF and AGNA have played the role of curator for the Reverse
Call for Proposals for their constituencies. This is an essential role to ensure that
the reverse call is more than an individual fundraising request by one
organisation. The curating organisation/ network translates and coordinates the
entire Reverse Call for Proposals process.

How to take this innovation forward:

If you are a local civil society organisation: Issue your own reverse call for
proposal, aligning with other civil society organisations around you. This is
an open innovation, which can be replicated by anyone, and the only way
to make this approach mainstream. For example, the Center for Disaster
Preparedness is currently planning to test a Reverse Call for Proposals in
the Philippines. If you have any questions, please contact:
info@ringoproject.org 

 
If you are an INGO or funder: Make sure to reserve flexible funding in your
budget to be able to respond to a reverse call for proposals, which might
be shared with you outside of your normal budget allocation process.
Initiate conversations within your organisation how to make your funding
allocation process more responsive to the needs of local civil society. 

We are sharing all relevant information, including templates used so far on
our RINGO website: https://www.ringoproject.org/

mailto:info@ringoproject.org

