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Pledge for Change represents commitments from INGO’s to a
stronger aid ecosystem based on the principles of solidarity, humility,
self-determination, and equality through Equitable Partnerships,
Authentic Storytelling and Influencing Wider Change. This document
contains all the products of different conversations and data sets that
have led us to the Global Doha Gathering conversation.
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A Reflection on the Holding Space Series

(Photo Credits: Pixabay)
“Change is going to come. But we remind ourselves that change is not microwaveable — change has to
be baked or roasted — microwaving ain’t going to do it”.

fonif]
.
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The Pledge for Change 2030 initiative was created in response to an existential crisis as the aid sector
faced a racial reckoning inspired by the Black Lives Matter movement. We made commitments that are
being challenged by external events and sometimes by our own responses to changing norms. In these
times of local and global turbulence, it is vital for us to reconnect with our core Pledge values: solidarity,
humility, self-determination, and equality.

As a response, The Holding Space Series was developed to provide a collective space for emotions, foster
solidarity, and create opportunities for us to envision our shared future in alignment with Pledge values.

The Pledge Secretariat organized three ‘unconventional’, (as one participant framed it) sessions, led by
Mohammed (Mo) Ali, an active supporter of the Pledge, and invited anyone who believes in the Pledge
values to participate. In each session, we cultivated a unique discussion: warrior and rooted energy for
change, holding feelings of overwhelm and anxiety, and using the energy of solidarity for action.

The first session, titled "Holding Space," took place in February and encouraged participants to listen to
one another, share their truths, and speak openly. This session created space for emotions, helped
attendees acknowledge their feelings and reassured them that they were not alone in their experiences,
fostering a sense of connection among everyone.

The Second Session, titled “Holding the Future,” took place in March and creating space for strengthening
our solidarity and support as we navigate difficult circumstances, acknowledging that our connection to
our values may diminish as we face new realities. Together, we shared how to embody the Pledge values


https://pledgeforchange2030.org/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/mo-ali-leadershiprebel/
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in this moment with bravery and courage.

Under an onslaught of doubt and fear,
the warrior wonders if they're right:
that she isn’t strong enough,

good enough, or brave enough—

but then she smiles, remembering

all the battles she has already won.
So she plants her feet

a little more firmly

and swings her sword again.

@3’. Diaz

The Third Session, titled “Holding the Future” will be held in April and will focus on how we can be bold
to reflect on what future we can hold and how we can connect our intent and actions for change!

Feedback from attendees:
Sharing with others in such holding spaces helps me deepen my own understanding and appreciation
of commonalities in social development trends that require innovation and building solidarity with
other partners.

Renouveler une nouvelle énergie pour surmonter les différents défis rencontrés which translates to:
Renew new energy to overcome the various challenges encountered

Le pouvoir de la restauration de la confiance pendant cette méditation profonde which translates to:
The power of restoring confidence during this deep meditation.

Chiyembekezo ndi Chigwiridzano mu nthawi yosatsimikizika" which translates to: "Hope and
togetherness in times of uncertainties"

“Thank you so much for the session today. It was what | needed to ground me, help me re-focus and
remind me that | am in a community and not alone. Really well done- going beyond the conventional!

“Such processes are crucial. The world is traumatic”.
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Pledge for Change — Future of Aid Seminar 3 outputs +
Slido summaries

This is a summary of the results from the second Future of Aid 2040 - Pathways of transformation Seminar 3
for the Pledge cohort. The webinar focused on a detailed analysis of the findings of Seminar 2 and prompted
participants to reflect on the most important and uncertain factors influencing change in the aid system.

Scenario 1: Aid on many paths

A world with diverse humanitarian approaches and alliances. Aid aligns with major frameworks and regional
dynamics (e.g., Chinese, U.S., European, Islamic). Local actors take a major role in response,
while international actors act as facilitators. New funding streams and economic models emerge, blending
religious networks, private foundations, income, and regional alliances.

Greatest challenges:
e Alignment on common principles and values.
e It would require a revision/reimagining of global standards and frameworks, and much more
contextualization.
* International organisations will need to adapt faster.
e New partnership models. INGOs to "share".
* Need to rethink their roles and evolve to a more facilitatory role, needing different skill sets. Need to
hire staff with different skills and downsize a lot.
e It would be a challenge to collaborate more with religious networks.
e Securing equal access to humanitarian aid.
Opportunities for transformation:
e More local leadership with true agency.
e Local actors hold power and are truly accountable to the communities they work for.
e Finding new roles that support local actors to lead.
e Get closer to private foundations.
e Aid adjusted to needs, conditions and opportunities.
* Diversity of approaches, creativity, more actors involved.
Image / story:
e Octopus with no head.
e Ajigsaw.
e Spiderweb, with lots of connecting threads.

Organizations' readiness score (0-10): 6/10

Scenario 2: Patchwork Solidarities

A decentralized humanitarian landscape driven by regional self-help networks, including diaspora remittances,
local faith-based organizations, and community-led mutual aid. Responses are agile, context-specific, and
rooted in local ownership. While aid remains largely transactional and short-term, it enables adaptive and
innovative solutions tailored to each crisis. Humanitarian action is shaped by shifting alliances rather than
global governance. International actors have variable levels of influence.

Greatest challenges:
e Mobilizing adequate levels of resources in contexts with highest levels of vulnerability.
e Those funded by « old aid » will struggle to adapt in this model.
e Neutrality as a Humanitarian Principle becomes difficult.
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e Asalarge organization, being more agile will be a challenge.
e Unstable fundings.
Where are the opportunities for transformation (working differently for impact) in this scenario?
e Leverage local resources effectively and sense of ownership.
e Eco leadership or systemic approaches, networks of networks, diaspora and a sense of a global
community?
e Mutual aid enables people affected by crisis to get into the driving seat resulting in activities that are
a better fit for the aspirations of people and communities in crisis.
e Strong emphasis on local partnerships and diaspora remittances.
e Flexibility.
What image/story/metaphor would you use to describe this scenario?
e Patchwork
e Ecosystems of change
Organization’s readiness score (0-10): 6.5

IARAN

Scenario 3: Empires of Aid
Humanitarian aid becomes a core instrument of geopolitical competition, fully serving state interests. Major
powers, like the U.S. and China, use aid as a tool of influence, shaping global narratives and strategic alliances
(e.g., Chinese aid in Africa, U.S. aid in Latin America). The UN is sidelined. Local NGOs operate within strict
political constraints, some fully aligned with state agendas, INGOs act as agents of empires and others struggle
to maintain even limited autonomy. Aid is not neutral; it is a tool of power projection.
Greatest challenges:
e Aid as a weapon, losing principles, serving the strongest, misuse.
e Responding to needs with any sense of humanitarian principles.
e The term "NGO" becomes nonsensical.
e Most current staff of humanitarian actors do not share the values of this model so would not want to
participate in it
e The political context would be very challenging for an organization like mine, which has no political
preferences.
e Depending on shifting politics.

Where are the opportunities for transformation (working differently for impact) in this scenario?
e Adequate levels of resourcing in some places, where aligning with powerful actors' interests.
e Inthe absence of the UN and multilateral systems, something new will emerge.
e "Commercial" relationship with governments. NGOs to become delivery agents.
e This scenario stifles Pledge for Change like transformation as aid is egregiously politicized.
e To improve our partnership strategies to focus on strengthening their capacities.
e Zero.
e UNis downsized or eliminated, freeing a lot of funding for local actors.
What image/story/metaphor would you use to describe this scenario?
e Catch fighters
e Selling our souls
e 1984
Organization’s readiness score (0-10): 2.8/10

Scenario 4: Age of Fortress

A world of fortresses and closed borders, where states prioritize isolation and self-preservation. Humanitarian
aid declines sharply. Massive displacement leads to ungoverned spaces and survival strategies among
abandoned populations. Refugees accumulate in the few areas where aid is accessible, creating chronic
humanitarian bottlenecks. Many formal humanitarian actors have collapsed as crises are ignored. Only local
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actors continue to engage directly in support of communities but due to resource constraints, this is largely
voluntary.
Greatest challenges:
e Finding humanitarian and civic space in a shrinking space environment
e Finding a role that adds value when there is a narrow window of opportunity.
* |t's a very complex context in which INGOs may need to establish local registrations to operate.
e Reaching people in need
e Coordination and cooperation
Where are the opportunities for transformation (working differently for impact) in this scenario?
e Geographical focus
e Opportunities to raise funding from Western publics to invest in local actors to deliver enabling some
locally led and people centered aid within a challenging global context
e Locally driven
e Ability to focus on concentrated areas where refugees accumulate
What image/story/metaphor would you use to describe this scenario?
e Post-apocalyptic world - zombie world
e Armageddon
Organization’s readiness score (0-10): 2.1

IARAN
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Pledge for Change Slido Engagement

Seminar 1 Slido questions

1. If the Pledges are fully implemented, what does that look like?

e Local and national actors take the lead in designing, managing, and delivering humanitarian
responses.

e Resources, funding, and leadership roles are shared more fairly between actors in the Global North
and the Global South.

e Aid systems are shaped by local realities, respect cultural differences, and move away from top-
down or colonial practices.

e Local organizations grow stronger and more independent, offering solutions that are better suited to
their communities.

e Humanitarian action becomes quicker, more transparent, and adaptable to different contexts and
crises.

e People affected by crises are treated with dignity, and global solidarity becomes a lived reality, not
just a value.

e While progress may be slow, it leads to meaningful, long-term changes in how the aid system works
and who holds power.

2. If we failed to deliver on the Pledge commitments, what does that mean?

1. Global consequences:

Failure to uphold the Pledge could lead to a rise in nationalism and authoritarianism, where localization efforts
are manipulated for political agendas rather than true empowerment. This would result in a loss of global
solidarity and deepen global injustices. Without meaningful transformation, the most vulnerable populations
would remain in poverty, and inequality would persist or worsen.

2. Sectoral failure:

The aid sector would be seen as having fundamentally failed—unable to confront or change the deeper
systems driving crises. Local actors would remain dependent on traditional humanitarian organizations, and
decisions would continue to be made predominantly from the Global North. Core questions about the
legitimacy and future of aid would go unanswered, weakening the sector's credibility and effectiveness.

3. Reactions and risks:

Such failure could spark widespread anger and disillusionment among those who hoped for change. It may
also provoke more radical attempts to force transformation, potentially bypassing existing structures. While
the system may continue on its current path, some local actors might seize the moment to assert greater
independence, even in the absence of broader systemic reform.

3. Building on your thinking on the drivers of change, what are the barriers to achieving the Pledge
commitments?

e Fear of losing power, control, or relevance—especially among INGOs, donors, and leadership
structures.

e Deep-rooted systems, paradigms, and practices continue to reflect colonial dynamics, especially in
funding and decision-making.

e Rigid structures, lack of flexibility, and leadership unwilling to change block transformation.
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Mistrust between actors, limited mutual accountability, and superficial commitments hinder real
change.

Rigid compliance systems, short-term result pressures, and fear of losing donor funding limit
innovation.

Declining resources increase competition instead of collaboration, weakening collective action.
INGOs fear negative public perception and avoid bold actions or messaging.

Decision-making and risk management remain concentrated in the North, disempowering local
actors.

Gaps in capacity, limited synergy across the sector, and lack of shared understanding stall progress.
Crises in both donor and recipient countries add to the difficulty of implementing commitments.

Given the context you have envisioned, do you think the Pledges will be implemented by 2030?

No; 88%

Seminar 2 Slido questions

1. Who is represented and what voices are missing in the stories shared?

Underrepresented:

Communities: Local community voices are missing despite sector actors being present.

Women: Especially in humanitarian response roles.

Young people: Largely absent from representation.

Linguistic diversity: Local languages are not adequately included.

Political context: Voices are constrained under far-right governments; need for self-sustainability in
politically unstable environments.

Current representation

Sector professionals and people experiencing crises are somewhat represented.
Need for deeper community inclusion and diverse representation.
Inclusion must go beyond presence in the sector—true agency and voice are essential.

2. What stands out to you?

Localization/decolonization efforts are fragmented and siloed.
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Urgent need to build bridges and foster collaboration.

Smarter translation tools should be used more widely.

Humanitarian work must refocus on minimizing harm.

Local actors are excluded due to language and coordination barriers.
Jargon and sector language often exclude unintentionally.

3. Is there something from the emotional level not represented in the analytical level

Political constraints limit honest storytelling.

Constant crisis response creates a feeling of being stuck.
Genocide and extreme violence are underrepresented.
Decolonization is discussed in overly complex terms.

Burnout, cynicism, and mistrust are widespread.

Power structures feel isolating and fragmented.

The human element is often lost—people must stay at the center.

4. What stories do you want to write about humanitarian aid in the future?

Stories of local partner organizations, especially those led by women, LGBTIQ+ groups, and youth.
Narratives that humanize crisis-affected people for Global North audiences.

Examples of aid enabling long-term change and reducing dependency.

Stories that bridge value systems and promote planetary citizenship with structural accountability.
Voices and priorities of people directly affected by crises.

Stories that affirm the reality of global solidarity.

Recognition of informal, community-led responses as acts of everyday humanitarianism.

Seminar 3 Slido questions

1. Based on these scenarios — what role can the Pledge for Change play to prepare for these futures?
Participants responded:

Unite movements, ensure coordination across regions, and reinforce local-global alliances.
Promote local partnerships, build resilience, and offer targeted training.

Coordinate joint advocacy, influence scenarios, and campaign on key issues.

Share practices and insights to inspire and inform members.

Identify areas of influence, build adaptive networks, and act on what can be changed.

2. The Pledge envisaged a shift in network cooperation, and strengthened solidarity — what concrete steps
in the next five years would help maintain this pathway?
Participants responded:

Support and scale existing local, organic spaces; direct philanthropy accordingly.
Engage with private foundations, faith-based groups, and other networks.

Shift from implementers to facilitators; reinvest in local ecosystems.

Break silos, encourage dialogue, and ensure collective accountability.

Embrace change and keep the momentum, even in crisis.

3. How do you envisage that the Pledge community can influence positive change based on these
scenarios?

Lead by example and start with internal change to model the transformation we seek.

Support local leadership and invest in passionate local voices and pilot decolonial, locally-led
practices.

Build strategic relationships and engage donors and influencers, keeping dialogue open and change
proportional.



PLEDGEror |}

7 ||<:HA!~NGE

e Foster collective learning and share practices across the network to grow together.
e Advocate with purpose by aligning advocacy around key issues identified by the community.
e Empower through values and help actors navigate uncertainty by anchoring in core values and

taking action.
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Pledge for Change: Changing the Discourse?

Analysis authors: Doreen Omitto and Christine Murphy, with input from Alix Tiernan.

Page 12 of 31
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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.

2
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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.
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‘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.



Authentic Storytelling Panellist Overview of Assessments
February 2025

Introduction

This brief has been compiled to share common feedback to all signatories that submitted a
content pack for review by the Pledge for Change Authentic Storytelling Panel. It shares key
considerations for teams interested in evolving their content creation practices.
Considerations include ensuring that storytelling reflects lived experiences, is
contextualised, and responds to calls to address the racial injustices and colonial legacies
that persist in humanitarian and environmental storytelling today.

These points shared below aim to strengthen the way narratives are shaped, centring the
voices of those directly impacted while critically engaging with the socio-economic and
political structures that influence lived realities. By implementing these recommendations,
the Authentic Storytelling Panel hopes that signatories to the pledge can work toward a
more just and accurate representation of people’s experiences and contributions to their
own struggles for a fair and just life.

Content Creation Considerations

1. Introduce more of the contributor’s direct voice

e Instead of narrating people’s experiences and actions, let contributors speak for
themselves with more frequent use of quotes.

2. Provide socio-economic and political context

e Explain why issues such as migration, food insecurity, or violence against woman are
occurring in a particular national context.

o This will require staff in various departments such as policy, communications,
and fundraising to work together to create and update background briefs that
share contextual information on the countries NGO’s generate content about.

e Use policy analysis to interrogate, and where relevant, discuss the roles of international
actors in contributing to poor national conditions pertaining to a given issue. Many
post-colonial contexts continue to face national policy contexts that are affected by
international policy considerations.

o Low accountability and investment in repairing damage caused by poor policy
and practice at key stages is widespread. These phases are (1) During colonial
occupations/rule, (2) During transitions to independence, and (3) In present
neoliberal policy formation. Each carries a policy footprint that might need to be
better understood as a contextual factor.

3. Acknowledge historic and present racial injustices



Progress the points raised above in ways that speak to the three phases of poor policy
and practice that require reparatory actions.

Avoid constructing stories of women in countries like South Africa, Kenya, India, or
Palestine in ways that separate their ‘gender’ from their race, faith, or caste. Recognising
and highlighting the fact that it is often race, faith, or caste that leads to the harsh
conditions many women experiences is an important factor that can help make the case
for change.

Be aware that the stories NGOs tell about people living in majority Black, Brown, Arab or
Muslim countries fit within national and international narratives that can be racist and
xenophobic depending on the dominant rhetorics of the day.

o Awareness that NGO storytelling fits within rhetorics that shape who is and is not
seen as capable, knowledgeable, worthy of protection, versus who is portrayed
as violent, repressive, or powerless is important. Discussion of new content and
how it will land with audience at a given time is critical.

Set out contributions of all key stakeholders active in situations

Acknowledge the support systems that contributors operate within rather than just
centre the support from NGOs. This is relevant for all contributors, e.g., refugees,
people experiencing poor food access, women experiencing violence.

Find language that shows how your NGO work is fitting into the wider support system.
Consider acknowledging the work of support networks such as schools, teachers,
government officials, business networks, national NGO partners, and extended family.

Balance survival with agency

Instead of focusing solely on experiences of hardship, mention people’s culture, skills,
resistance to systemic oppressions, and resilience.

Check copy for regular overuse of victimising language such as ‘disproportionally
affected by’, ‘at risk,” ‘vulnerable’, ‘bearing the brunt’, ‘poor people’.

Most NGOs have moved away from images that convey stereotypical tropes of south
Asian or West, East, West, and Southern African poverty. The same shift is yet to take
place in relation to descriptive language used to convey the experiences people featured
in NGO content are living through. Description of women picking and eating wild berries,
and people arriving in new places with nothing are such examples.

Avoid depicting people as lonely and isolated, including children. While people may not
have many material possessions, extended family networks and parenting is often a
great comfort and source of resilience when experiencing hardship that is being erased
from storytelling.

Many organisations that are interested in progressing gender action, including
promoting the need for feminist approaches are failing to demonstrate the significant
role feminist movements play in past and present national and social struggles.
Connecting female networks and activist activity to their roots and history in radical
feminist movements can strengthen stories of agency, resistance, and resilience.

Avoid homogenistic language when describing people and places



e Avoid broad references to Africa or Asia, or the use of terms like Sub Saharan Africa, or
the Horn of Africa. Large scale regional references that cover half a dozen or more
countries lead to homogenisation.

e Instead, always give specific details about countries and share data at national levels, or
district levels within countries.

7. Spend more time crediting and captioning contributions

e C(learly credit contributors, including photographers, interviewees, translators, and local
journalists, rather than defaulting to generic attributions like "NGO staff" or "field
teams”.

e Use captions that highlight individuals' roles, skills, and contributions within their
communities.

To close, the panel would like to reinforce our view that the way NGOs tell stories matters.
By making intentional choices about context, language, and narrative portrayals, we can
move towards storytelling that affirms agency, and positions lived experiences as part of
wider present and past structural injustices.

De-centring the NGO from its constructed position as the sole actor providing help, in favour
of recognising the interconnectedness of both contributors struggles and support systems is

important. Such a narrative shift can provide supporters with a sense of being part of a
solidarity system, rather than a linear transfer of aid.

Implementing the considerations shared will require collaboration across teams, reflection
on existing practices, and a commitment to evolving how we represent ourselves as NGO’s
and the governments, communities, and social networks we collaborate with. The way we
write about tackling poverty and environmental damage, shape the policy approaches that
rise-up the agenda, and which do not. Stories help us make sense of the world, and those
parts of the story systemically left out, remain marginalised from investment and positive
practice. Stories hold power.
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Introduction

This document presents NEAR members’ collective contribution to the 2025 Pledge for Change
Annual Meeting. It captures insights from NEAR member organisations that support the Pledge,
offering a critical assessment - from experiences at the country level - of both progress and ongoing
challenges in implementing the three Pledges. Central to this reflection is the continued need for
accountability and concrete action from international non-governmental organisations (INGO) that
are Pledge Signatories. By placing local perspectives at the forefront, this contribution stresses the
importance of ensuring that INGOs commitments translate into real and lasting change.

The Pledge for Change was meant for INGOs to shift power, resources, and leadership to local and
national non-governmental organisations (LNNGOs). But two years in, NEAR members tell us that
INGOs still hold the reins when it comes to partnerships and funding. While some progress has been
made, it remains slow, partial, and largely dictated by international NGOs. True progress must be
defined and measured by local organisations themselves, based on tangible changes they
experience at the country level. NEAR’s Localisation Performance Measurement Framework offers
avaluable tool to track and assess this shift from the perspective that matters most: local actors.

This assessment comes at a moment of profound instability in the aid system. Major donors are
retreating, budgets are shrinking, and we are worried INGOs will shift into self-preservation mode -
consolidating control, clinging to intermediary roles, and becoming more risk-averse. In this climate,
localisation could be treated as an aspiration rather than a necessity. NEAR members offer a
different view: when resources are tight and needs are high, we cannot afford to wait.

But real change won’t happen until INGOs step back and let local organisations take the lead. That
means quality funding, real decision-making power, and partnerships that put local voices first. Until
then, the “shift” is just talk, and talk is not enough.



The Reality on the Ground - what’s changing and what’s not

Progress:

Strategic partnerships have helped strengthen local organisations by securing long-term
funding and reducing financial uncertainty.

Fairer financial support for both direct and operational costs also helped ensure long-term
sustainability.

Dedicated budgets for capacity-building have strengthened financial management, staff
skills, and overall resilience, leading to better program outcomes. Efforts to build capacity
became more consultative, with some funding directed by partners’ needs.

But reality remains:

Most funding still flows through intermediary INGOs, relegating LNNGOs to subcontractor
roles rather than equal partners.

Overhead funding is still insufficient to support staff training, security protocols, and
operational needs in high-risk environments.

Short-term, project-based funding limits long-term sustainability, preventing investment in
institutional growth.

Partnerships still tend to view capacity strengthening as a one-way process, failing to
acknowledge the existing expertise, contextual knowledge, and technical skills of local
actors.

Poor quality funding leaves LNNGOs financially dependent, unable to cover core costs,
retain staff, or build robust financial systems.

Systemic delays in funding further undermine the ability to respond swiftly to crises.

What must change by 2026:

Overhead costs for LNNGOs should be covered at the same rate as donors provide to INGOs.
INGOs should pass on the same level of quality and flexibility that they receive, even when it
is not required by the donor.

Core, unrestricted funding must include support for organisational development - salaries,
systems, training — so that local and national actors can grow stronger and be less reliant on
external funding.

Multi-annual partnerships must become the rule - and not the exception - accompanied by
meaningful skill transfer to local actors, to enable greater independence and capacity
building.

INGOs should develop and publish country and sectoral strategies and targets regarding
funding to local and national organisations. Such strategies and targets should be publicly
available.

Ensure regular, two-way feedback between INGOs and LNNGOs, fostering transparency,
trust, and collaboration.

Build partnerships that respect and value the expertise of local organisations, rather than
dismissing or discrediting them when they raise concerns about how INGOs are falling short
on their commitments.



Good Practices in Action

Long-Term Financial Security - IRC in Kenya
A five-year funding agreement with IRC has provided financial stability, enabling
grassroots organisations to sustain programs, strengthen local presence, and
focus on long-term impact. Investing in financial management systems and staff
training has further improved efficiency and resilience.

Inclusive Decision-Making — Save the Children in Syria
Save the Children has improved engagement by involving local organisations in
planning discussions and donor meetings, ensuring their perspectives shape
project implementation. Additionally, it has allocated funding for capacity-
strengthening based on partner priorities, contributing to a more equitable
partnership model.

Progress:

Collaborative project design helped organisations create initiatives that reflect community
priorities and indigenous knowledge, rather than being imposed from outside.

Greater involvement in decision-making allowed local and national organisations to take
partin planning discussions and donor meetings to share inputs and feedback.

Local leadership is gaining recognition, with more participation in donor meetings and
leadership programs.

But reality remains:

LNNGOs are often excluded from strategic discussions, with INGOs retaining decision-
making authority over project design, and strategic priorities. When included in coordination
forums or donor meetings, their input is sometimes symbolic rather than impactful.
Feedback mechanisms remain top-down, reinforcing a transactional relationship based on
reporting deadlines rather than meaningful collaboration.

What must change by 2026:

Involve LNNGOs as co-leaders in strategy design, ensuring they take charge of decision-
making at all stages — from identifying needs to designing/inception phase of programmes to
implementing and evaluating solutions.

Acknowledge and leverage the technical skills, contextual knowledge, and leadership of
local organisations as strategic partners.

Facilitate structured dialogues with donors, to streamline funding distribution, ensuring
grassroots organisations receive sustainable funding forimpactful service delivery, and have
greater control over resources and decision-making.



INGO headquarter offices need to build a shared understanding of localisation
commitments to prevent resistance from country-level staff, who may perceive the transfer
of power and skills to local actors as a threat or competition for opportunities and influence.

Good Practices in Action
NEAR Localisation Lab - Oxfam in Colombia

NEAR Localisation Lab has secured a three-year agreement with Oxfam (and
additional backing from Diakonie) to support its activities, with dedicated staff
and flexible funding. This initiative strengthens NEAR’s strategic leadership
within the National Reference Group, facilitating progress on the Grand
Bargain agenda in Colombia.

Progress:

Some INGOs showed flexibility in compliance requirements and programme management,
adjusting plans and modalities, in crisis situations.

But reality remains:

LNNGOs face extensive bureaucratic requirements, including cumbersome due diligence
and verification processes that reflect a lack of trust.

Small-scale grants (under $100,000) are subjected to the same procedures as larger ones,
creating an undue burden on LNNGOs.

Compliance requirements—such as financial audits, anti-terrorism screening, and
exhaustive reporting—demand excessive time and resources, diverting attention from
program implementation. Banking sanctions further complicate access to funds.

Operating in high-risk environments, local organisations often bear the brunt of security risks
without adequate support from donors or international partners. INGOs outsource risk to
local actors but provide insufficient resources for staff safety, insurance, and legal
protection. In conflict zones, donor restrictions limit funding in hard-to-reach areas, despite
local NGOs having the best access and understanding of community needs.

Constantly shifting conditions and bureaucratic hurdles make long-term planning difficult,
while rigid funding structures limit the ability to adapt to new realities.

What must change in 2026:

Harmonise due diligence and simplify reporting procedures: Pledge Signatories should
agree on standardised templates, mutually recognise audits and compliance
checks instead of duplicating requirements.

Work with alternative financial mechanisms such as regional banking institutions, mobile
money systems, or local remittance providers to bypass restrictive banking policies.



Progress:

The visibility of grassroots organisations in global advocacy spaces has improved, with more
locally-led initiatives gaining recognition and participation in key international discussions.
Local organisations that were previously excluded are now sharing their stories and
contributing to policy discussions, marking progress in amplifying diverse voices that had
long been sidelined.

There has been a noticeable shift toward centering local voices in storytelling, replacing
externally driven narratives with those led by affected communities. Stories now better
reflect resilience, leadership, and solutions rather than focusing solely on suffering.

But reality remains:

Despite progress, there remains a lack of clarity on how to identify and invest in locally led
initiatives focused on marginalised groups. These issues are often framed through cultural
or religious narratives that reinforce victimhood rather than addressing systemic exclusion.
Even in spaces that claim to offer support, stigma and discrimination persist, further
marginalising those most affected.

Local actors receive very limited resources to support storytelling and advocacy efforts.
Without dedicated funding and institutional backing, local organisations struggle to elevate
their narratives and secure visibility in decision-making spaces. The continued lack of
investment in advocacy campaigns further reinforces the imbalance in whose voices are
heard and valued.

Decision-making over content creation remains largely controlled by external actors, limiting
the ability of local organisations to fully shape and own their narratives.

Despite being the primary responders in their communities, local organisations receive little
recognition for their work. INGOs frequently take credit for successful programs,
overshadowing the efforts of local actors in media coverage and donor reports. Even when
local organisations lead advocacy efforts, INGOs maintain control over branding,
communications, and decision-making, leaving frontline responders invisible.

What must change in 2026:

Recognise and elevate local leadership in advocacy and storytelling. Ensure local actors
have the power to shape their own narratives rather than being passive participants in
externally controlled frameworks.

Create safe spaces for diverse language use. Allow communities to share their experiences
in their native languages without external filters, ensuring dignity, authenticity, and accurate
representation.

Address the ‘sin of omission’ in storytelling. Critically assess, “Who is not in the
room?” when designing storytelling initiatives. Overlooking certain groups leads to systemic
underfunding and exclusion. INGOs should actively work to include these voices in
storytelling and funding strategies.

Advocacy and storytelling require adequate investment, and funding mechanisms should be
adapted to support local organisations in leading their own narratives.



Storytelling in Action: Shifting the Narrative on Widows

Creating Safe Spaces for Representation
Widows often face significant barriers in having their voices heard, with their experiences
frequently framed through outdated cultural and religious perspectives. Establishing safe
spaces where they can share their stories in their own languages ensures that their realities are
represented with dignity and authenticity.

Challenging the ‘Sin of Omission’
The portrayal of women as a homogenous group often leads to the systemic underfunding of
widows’ initiatives. It is essential to actively include them in advocacy and funding strategies,
breaking long-standing biases that render them invisible in decision-making spaces.

From Victimhood to Agency
Widows are often viewed solely through a lens of loss and vulnerability, reinforcing existing
power imbalances and overshadowing their resilience and leadership. INGOs must shift
perceptions by recognising widows as active agents of change and ensuring they are included in
decision-making and funding structures.

Progress:

- In recent years, significant strides have been made in amplifying the role of local
organisations in shaping humanitarian responses. Local actors are increasingly recognised
as essential partners in the localisation of aid, with initiatives such as the Grand Bargain,
Pledge for Change, and other platforms helping to elevate their visibility. These efforts have
encouraged INGOs to transfer more resources and responsibilities to local organisations.
Some LNNGOs have also successfully influenced national and international policies by
advocating for greater inclusion and representation in decision-making spaces, marking a

shift toward a more equitable aid system.

But reality remains:

- Power structures within the humanitarian sector continue to be centralised, limiting the
autonomy of local actors. A lack of trust and mutual understanding between INGOs and
LNNGOs further hinders collaboration, reinforcing dependency rather than fostering
sustainable partnerships. Additionally, the technical capacities of local actors are frequently
underestimated, preventing them from accessing the spaces and opportunities needed to

grow.

- INGOs continue to operate under outdated models that are no longer fit for 2025. They
continue to act as gatekeepers between donors and communities, often unintentionally

undermining the very local capacities they profess to strengthen.

- The broader donor landscape also reflects a geographic imbalance, with most funding
concentrated in the Global North. Limited representation from philanthropic institutions in
the Global South further entails power disparities, as decision-making remains
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disconnected from the realities of affected communities. More equitable funding models
that channelresources directly to local organisations are urgently needed to shift power and
ensure that humanitarian responses are truly led by those closest to the crises.

What must change in 2026:

INGOs must actively support LNNGOs to take on leadership roles within existing
humanitarian and development coordination structures, ensuring their participation is
meaningful, not tokenistic. This means pushing for LNNGOs to hold leadership positions in
i.e. humanitarian clusters, funding consortia, and policy forums, and ensuring they set
agendas, not just participate.

Create opportunities for meaningful collaboration between international and local actors to
build trust and foster a positive shift from the old system to a new one that truly reflects the
commitments made.

Develop a transition roadmap to gradually shift INGOs’ business and operational models
from implementers/intermediaries to enablers and facilitators, outlining how they will
transfer leadership of programmes, operations, and decision-making to LNNGOs, and
focusing on being grant-makers and capacity-sharers rather than field operators.

The donor landscape must shift away from Global North dominance by increasing the
representation of Global South philanthropic institutions and decision-makers. Funding
mechanisms must be restructured to channel resources directly to affected communities,
ensuring context-driven solutions rather than externally imposed priorities.
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Stop Work Order - questions for the Pledge for Change community:

Pledge signatories and partners are urgently assessing the implications of the changes in USG policy for
their organisations and programmes. There is a risk that leaders are forced to focus inwards, and to
respond to this onslaught in ways which replicate or perpetuate negative systemic dynamics. We need to
work with the accelerating pace of change to consider risks and opportunities for people experiencing
poverty, crisis and exclusion, who will be impacted by the immediate and longer-term shifts in multiple
ways. Please contribute to crowdsourcing the questions you would like to be part of the discussions:

1. Principled decision-making:

e How can we hold multiple truths and imperatives: minimizing real world harm in real time to real
people AND creating pathways to an international system that stops perpetuating harms to some
people and protecting others?

e How can INGOs maintain maximum resources and support to affected populations and local
partners under stop-work orders?

e How can we use this crisis to accelerate power sharing with affected populations and local
partners?

e How can decision-making practice humility, solidarity, self-determination, and equality?

e How should finite (and diminishing) resources be allocated, to prioritize those working in the
global majority and especially in situations of crisis or exclusion?

e Who is at the decision-making table (and who is not)?

e How are you sharing information and communicating with your partners?

2. Systemic Transformation:

e This is a moment in which a fundamental reimagining of the international order may be more
possible and likely than ever.

e As a decolonization initiative, how can we leverage this moment to contribute to alternative
models of international cooperation?

e What opportunities exist to create more equitable partnerships, tell more ethical and authentic
stories about aid and its contradictions, and increase the execution of our pledges?

The changes in the US system (and elsewhere) represent a radical reimagining of the international order.
As a collective, we have an opportunity to contribute to an international system which no longer has the
US at its centre.

3. Pledge for Change considerations:



e How can we be part of creating the new narratives of international solidarity, using our unique
community to learn and move together?

e What other collectives and systems change processes should we be connecting with now?

e What are the opportunities and constraints for the Pledge membership to use a dramatic rupture
in current policy and practice, to anticipate and accelerate new models aligned with equitable
partnerships and new narratives?

To create: Impact of the current scenario on the core values and vision of the Pledge for Change
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USG EXECUTIVE ORDERS AND STOP WORK ORDERS

Practcal ways to mitgate the impact on partnerships and partners

The recent US government executve and stop work orders impact most immediately the communites caught in
crisis that rely on US-funded lifesaving services. The freeze on US funding also presents severe and potentally
existental threats to thousands of global south civil society organizatons that lead service delivery to those
communites. The impacts are compounded by actual or forecast reductons in funding by other key donors to the
humanitarian system, including the UK and European donors. Collaboratve acton is critcal to mitgatng the risk
this presents to critcal lifesaving service delivery systems not just now but for years to come.

The crisis presents an opportunity to demonstrate our partnership principles in practce, identfy new positve ways
of working together, and set a course for ‘building back beter’ toward a stronger aid eco-system rooted in the
Pledge for Change principles of solidarity, humility, self-determinaton, and equality. This note captures twelve
practcal ways we can work together with partners to mitgate the impact of this crisis on communites, partners
and partnerships.

1. Ensure the Stop Work Orders are applied equally among partners based on the partners’ best
understanding of the requirements of those orders, so that one partner is not prioritzed to the detriment
of another.

2. Prioritize conversations between each partners’ senior leadership to understand and mitigate the impacts
of the stop work orders on communities, each partner and the partnership. The meetngs can: i. explore
how the partners can work together to mitgate the immediate impact on life saving programs; ii. agree how
the partners will engage with impacted communites; iii. discuss security implicatons; iv. explore stafng
implicatons, the relevant labor laws, and all optons that enable the partner to retain frontline staf; v.
discuss implicatons for organizatonal development and business contnuity planning; vi. more generally,
provide a foundaton for regular and transparent communicaton between partners as they collaborate to
co-manage the crisis and its various impacts.

3. Jointly explore all opportunities with non-USG donors for new funding, or increased fexibility to allow
existng funding, to mitgate critcal funding gaps.

4. Identify immediate cost reductions, cash management, and collaborative cost saving measures. Support
partners as useful to: 1. evaluate vendor relatonships and constructvely engage for concessions on pricing,
contributons and/or extension of payment terms, 2. proactvely monitor and manage all cash and liquidity;
3. explore opportunites for collaboratvely negotatng with shared vendors. In additon, explore
opportunites for collaboratvely saving costs such as ofce space, warehouse space and/or program
facilites, and sharing vehicles and other forms of transportaton.

5. Ensure collective access to staff duty of care resources for staF of each partner organizaton, recognizing
the deep impact of the freeze on both contnuing staF as well as those losing their jobs.

6. Maximize flexibility in the management of ongoing programs, agreeing adjusted program plans and
modalites within donor Texibility (e.g. revised meetng and reportng schedules) while working together to
mitgate any negatve impact on program delivery.


https://pledgeforchange2030.org/pledges/equitable-partnerships/
https://doc.rescue.org/
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10.

11.

12.

13.

Maximize budget, cash, inventories, assets, and other resourcing to the actors leading service delivery in
the development of new programs, and the management of existing programs.

Prioritize local actors when disposing of assets where international or local actors are forced to reduce or
close operations in a given national or sub-national context, while ensuring secure data destruction and
appropriate physical asset/ document disposal.

Consider opportunities to continue partnerships beyond office closures, working to share expertise and
resources notwithstanding that one partner must close operations in the context.

Contribute to collective approaches and collaborative spaces to understand and mitigate harm in the
relevant context, led by national civil society networks or clusters (including e.g. surveys of actors in the
context to identify impacts) and inform collaborative action among INGOs and local actors to address
critical funding or other gaps (e.g. pooled funds, or collaborative allocation of funds, towards local actors
most impacted).

Accelerate efforts to support local government and/or civil society actors to assume leadership and
responsibility for programs currently co-delivered or led by international actors, where those actors will
have the required resources.

Consider opportunities to create visibility and connections for local partners with national, regional or
international funding or advocacy spaces or actors to support partner sustainability and access.

Sign up for Talk to Loop slimmed down version to keep people safe amidst budget cuts.

Please add your own ideas and actions - what have you done as pledge signatories or
... experienced as partners that is helping at this time?



https://talktoloop.org/

