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Language and leadership

Executive summary

Language conveys values and intent, both shaping and reflecting the world around it. At a critical
and turbulent time for everyone working to respond to poverty and crises around the world, what
we say and how we say it matters more than ever.

In early 2021, Adeso, an African social enterprise with global influence, convened a group of INGO
leaders who were keen to begin discussing the changes they needed to make to their business models
and practices in order to shift power towards their local partners. These conversations resulted in the
Pledge for Change 2030, launched publicly in October 2022.

The Pledge builds on previous commitments, such as the Charter for Change and the Grand Bargain,
pushing the localisation agenda beyond the humanitarian space to model new ways of working across
the development sector. Based on the principles of solidarity, humility, self-determination and
equality, signatory organisations commit to three core pledges around equitable partnerships,
authentic storytelling and influencing wider change.

Discourse analysis of the early stages of the Pledge process reveals how key areas of alignment and
difference, progress, concerns and issues were voiced and evolved. The topics of ambition, language,
accountability and funding dominate, with a disconnect between Signatories supportive of a
pragmatic and accessible approach, and Supporters (Global South leaders) who feel the Pledge tweaks
rather than transforms a broken system. The focus on language shows its importance in conveying
values and gauging progress.

While INGO leaders firmly back the four Pledge principles in theory, their discourse shows that these
values are not yet fully integrated into their organisational culture or practice.

e Solidarity: Signatory organisations are struggling, as yet, to meaningfully act on this principle.
For example, discourse around INGO growth far outweighs discussion around supporting
Global South leadership. However, there is early alignment around the importance of
accountability to Global South organisations.

e Humility: Despite some shifts in perspective as discussions progress, there remains an
assumption of power (and expertise) being something that sits with INGOs, and them
controlling when, how and to what extent to hand this over.

e Self-determination: Funding is viewed as a key enabler of self-determination, but despite
some shifts in mindset and approach among individual INGOs, there is little discourse, as yet,
about INGOs purposefully vacating funding spaces to increase access for Global South
organisations.

e Equality: There is clear recognition of inequality and discrimination in the aid system, and of
the Pledge as a valuable mechanism to address this. But supporter organisations feel that the
language and commitments do not go far enough.

Leaders can now draw on this analysis to inform action, moving forward at pace. The significant
challenges and disruption that the sector is facing create opportunities for driving transformative
change. Contextual changes, especially around funding flows, provide Pledge signatories with an
additional driver to redefine their roles in a forward-looking way.
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A measure of change

Language is an integral aspect of culture, making discourse analysis a critical tool in understanding and
assessing cultural and systems change. Examining how those leading change are speaking — the topics
they choose to focus on, the language they use and how they resolve areas of disagreement — exposes
invaluable insights into progress, learning and barriers.

In March 2025, Pledge for Change shared a detailed discourse analysis paper, validated by the Centre
for Humanitarian Leadership at Deakin University, which aimed to track progress towards Pledge
commitments in signatory organisations, as one of several tools within the Pledge Accountability and
Learning Mechanism (PALM). It aimed to answer the question:

Have the signatories started to change the way they talk about their commitment to implementing the
Pledge for Change, in a way which reflects a growing commitment to achieving a shift in power from
international NGOs to their local partners through adherence to the three pledges?

The analysis focused on notes from leadership retreats, steering group and working group meetings
from early 2021 to early 2024 — from the first discussion through to the public launch of the pledges
and the start of implementation. The bulk of the source material was from the earlier stages of the
process, specifically from the frequent INGO leadership retreats from the Pledge development phase.

The analysis highlighted four recurring topics, three of which — ambition, language and funding —
reflect unresolved issues. It also assessed leaders’ language against the ‘forming, storming, norming
and performing’ phases of the Tuckman model, and against the four Pledge principles of solidarity,
humility, self-determination and equality, rather than against the pledges themselves, as these were
still under development for much of the relevant time period.

This summary highlights the findings around four frequently raised topics, and around the extent to
which language reflected the four pledge principles.

A call to action

The analysis highlights that, despite significant advances towards realising the pledges, there are still
key issues to be resolved or clarified around ambition, language and funding, which are currently
serving as obstacles to progress.

It also highlights the way that leaders’ discourse does not yet consistently reflect the key Pledge
principles: alignment in principle is not yet widely embedded in culture or practice — notwithstanding
some promising individual examples of change.

With Pledge signatories committed to transforming their organisations and the sector by 2030, and
significant external changes in the context and funding outlook, this analysis presents an opportunity
to reflect on progress so far and, critically, to bolster commitment and accelerate action, resolving the
barriers which are impeding progress.
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Discourse analysis: recurring themes

1. Ambition

‘Large INGOs need to get out of the way.” — Participant, Leadership retreat 1.

The ambition of the Pledge is by far the most common topic of discussion throughout the process,
reflecting both the importance of the topic and the continued differences in perspectives about it.
There is, broadly, a difference in perspective between signatory representatives, who accept some
existing context as unchangeable, and supporter representatives, who do not consider the Pledge to
be ambitious enough.

Throughout discussions, there are tensions between boldness and pragmatism, between driving
radical change and ‘bringing people with us’. Signatories make a strategic choice to make the pledges
accessible rather than radical, to encourage others to join, but there continues to be a disconnect
between the ambition that INGOs are willing to define for themselves, and the outcomes that Global
South organisations see as acceptable.

Some of the fluctuation in language around ambition reflects the inherent tension of INGO leaders
working towards localisation while also considering organisational protection, and the dual role of
people speaking both as individuals and as leaders of their respective organisations.

2. Language

‘Should we use the word decolonisation or not? Is this potentially divisive? Is this understood in
terms of language?’ — Participant, leadership retreat 7.

The language currently used in the aid sector is recognised as problematic from the start of the Pledge
process, leading to the specific individual pledge around ‘authentic storytelling’.

Questioning around language continues throughout, reflecting different perspectives and visions,
both among signatories and between signatories and supporters. There is considerable debate around
definitions and semantics, especially around terms such as ‘localisation’, ‘decolonisation’ and ‘local
actors’. The eventual Pledge wording is less radical than some would like, with language adjustments
suggested by Global South representatives not reflected.

The type of language used, and the emotions associated with it also reflect the critical role that
language plays in culture, and underscores its relevance as a measure of change. With signatory
leaders mindful of their responsibilities for organisational protection, their discourse often frames
their engagement with the Pledge process in terms of risks, dangers and burdens, in contrast to their
expressly stated desire to engage. Reducing the burden for local partners — mentioned only once
throughout these meetings — is itself perceived as burdensome for INGOs.

With major changes in context, including emerging pressures to use or avoid certain language in order
to access or retain funding, language issues and choices will continue to hold great significance.



FOR 1

|CHANGE

‘Without these really intentional indicators and measures against them, then we will always fall
back on the status quo’ — Participant, Leadership retreat 13.

3. Accountability

There is clear buy-in and early alignment among both signatory and supporter organisations around
the need for accountability. This is later understood specifically as accountability to Global South
organisations, who express frustration that accountability mechanisms have been lacking from
previous localisation initiatives. This is perceived as a key difference between the Pledge and other
such endeavours, and a good accountability mechanism is also seen as a critical point to influence
funders.

The Pledge Accountability and Learning Mechanism (PALM) is established to evidence the changes
that signatories are making to shift power and localise their models of working. Signatories show
willingness to report on a set of agreed metrics — albeit with an approach that is accessible and
inclusive rather than radical and selective.

It is important to note that national or local organisations’ limited access to INGO leadership
compounds the challenges to true accountability. As INGOs start engaging with accountability efforts
in practice, it is critical to ensure that actions match ambitions.

4. Funding

‘We need to remember that all of this is about shifting the balance of power, and the majority
of that is based on money.’” — Participant, Leadership retreat 11.

Discourse shows clearly that competition over funds within the sector is keenly felt, particularly
impacting smaller local organisations, and highlighting the power dynamics that favour some
organisations over others.

Widening Global South actors’ access to funding is critical in terms of putting Pledge principles into
practice. Participants are clear that this involves influencing donors, and there is acknowledgement
that it also involves challenging INGOs. This includes considering the role signatories play as
intermediaries.

While there are some individual examples of INGOs taking Global South NGOs into account and
choosing not to compete for specific funds, there is no practical discussion around INGOs
systematically stepping back from some funding spaces. There is alignment around the need to
guestion existing funding models, but there is limited action as yet, with different perspectives around
how much INGOs are willing to incur fundraising losses in order to cede space to Global South
organisations. INGO leaders’ discourse reflects instinctive self-preservation, seeming to show an
intent to localise while also maintaining size and reach.

Since the discourse analysis was undertaken, the dramatic change in funding context underscores the
urgency of taking action on this issue.
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Discourse analysis: language and principles

1. Solidarity

Despite initial ambition, there is little evidence in the source data of signatories putting this principle
into practice. Topics coded under solidarity are not frequently raised and language does not always
reflect the principle. Discussion around INGO growth is a very common topic and far outweighs
discussion around supporting Global South leadership, although there is a more questioning attitude
towards growth as the process unfolds. Solidarity remains a principle that signatories are struggling to
meaningfully act on. Given recent changes in context and funding, it is one that is particularly critical.

2. Humility

The analysis highlights an initial assumption of power being something that sits with INGOs, and them
controlling when, how and to what extent to hand over this power. As discussions progress, there is
some criticism of this assumption, but the fundamental dynamic remains largely unchanged, with
INGOs controlling how far and fast to go. There is some inconsistency in how INGO leaders see their
role and that of their organisations, with the discourse sometimes highlighting how power is theirs to
hand over, and other times emphasising their limited influence within a much larger aid ecosystem.

3. Self-determination

Funding is viewed as a key enabler of self-determination. However, while there are some shifts in
mindset and approach among individual INGOs, there is little discourse about purposefully vacating
funding space to increase access for Global South organisations. Earlier discourse around INGOs
needing to ‘get out of the way’ is superseded by signatory alignment around a vision of co-existence
and collaboration with Global South organisations. And while self-determination is initially seen as a
critical step towards decolonisation, references to breaking down colonial structures are considered
too controversial to reference in the Pledge wording.

4. Equality

Themes of racism, decolonisation and unequal power dynamics crop up regularly, and the discourse
reflects a continued assumption that Global North INGOs have greater expertise. There is clear
recognition of inequality in the aid system, including the discrimination towards and lower levels of
funding for Global South actors. Supporter organisations highlight that the Pledge tweaks rather than
transforms a broken system and feel that the language and commitments — including around
‘equitable partnerships’ — do not go far enough to address the inequalities still present in the sector.

This analysis is weighted towards the earlier stages of the development of the Pledge, and especially
the retreats for INGO leaders. This partly accounts for the ‘internal’ focus of much of the early
discourse. There may be greater scope for accelerated progress against the four Pledge principles now
that supporter organisations are more involved in discussions.



