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INTRODUCTION:
THE ROLE OF
INNOVATION
Over the past  twenty years ,
innovation has emerged as a key
narrative in international
development cooperation .  
The innovat ion for  development
discourse ref lects  the complexity  of
internat ional  development
cooperat ion pol ic ies ,  agendas,  and
actors ,  as  wel l  as  the chal lenging
goals  set  by UN 2030 Sustainable
Development Agenda.  Much has been
writ ten about the need for
innovat ion in  internat ional
development cooperat ion,  but less is
known about the role that
networks of  Civi l  Society
Organisations (CSO networks)  are
playing in innovation for
development .

In  their  study of  innovat ion in  socia l
sector  organizat ions,  Chr ist ian Seelos
and Johanna Mair  argue that  to
innovate is  f i rst  and foremost  about
managing uncertainty .  Forus’  2021-
2025 Strategy A positive Agenda for
Civi l  Society  h ighl ights  how the
current  g lobal  context  of  extreme
environmental ,  socia l ,  pol i t ica l ,  and
economic uncertainty  is  having a
c lear  impact  on the dai ly  l ives of
people in  a l l  the countr ies  where
Forus members work.  

The space where organized c iv i l
society  operates is  undergoing
profound transformations,  with
ci t izen act ion taking di f ferent
shapes,  instances of  c iv ic  and
democrat ic  space shr inking,  and the
private sector  becoming a much more
vis ib le  internat ional  development
player.  Addit ional ly ,  the unknown
effects  of  the Covid-19 pandemic in
the long-run adds to the complexity
of  our current  real i ty .



STUDY APPROACH
Forus col laborated with PhD
researcher Ana Luisa S i lva to s i tuate
innovat ion thinking,  culture,  and
pract ices among i ts  members.  
The study assesses innovat ion
culture,  capabi l i t ies ,  and barr iers  in
CSO networks.  S ince innovat ion is
intr ins ical ly  l inked to learning,  and
the capacity  to learn and to use
knowledge affect ively  is  a  key
dimension of  the work of  NGOs.  
The study therefore covered both
learning and innovat ion aspects .  I t
ident i f ies  a  number of  examples of
innovat ion among Forus members,
inc luding process,  product  and
paradigm innovat ion,  showing that
CSO networks often lead innovat ive
ini t iat ives for  the c iv i l  society  sector .

The Study inc luded an onl ine survey
and semi-structured interv iews,  in
Engl ish,  French,  Portuguese,  and
Spanish.  The survey gathered
responses from 18 national
NGO/CSO platforms  (out  of  Forus 69
nat ional  p latform members)  and two
regional  coal i t ions (out  of  Forus
seven regional  coal i t ion members) .
Addit ional ly ,  semi-structured
interv iews were carr ied out  by Ana
Luisa Si lva  based on the in i t ia l
analys is  of  the survey responses,
between August  and September 2020.
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HOW ARE 
FORUS MEMBERS
INNOVATING?
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INNOVATION AND
LEARNING AS A
PRIORITY
When asked i f  they were involved in
innovat ive in i t iat ives during the past
three years ,  p latforms considered
themselves innovat ive.  The in i t iat ives
ident i f ied as innovat ive by the survey
respondents (see Annex 1)  ranged
from formal  to informal
projects/act iv i t ies ,  external ly  and/or
internal ly  resourced,  developed
alone or  in  col laborat ion with other
actors/organizat ions.

Both innovation and learning are
clear priorit ies for the majority of
Forus members who took part in
this  study .  P latform staff  feel  l ike
their  organizat ions are constant ly
innovat ing,  especia l ly  in  order to
respond to the changing needs of
their  members.  Interv iewees bel ieve
that  this  abi l i ty  to be agi le  and adapt
has a lways been in the nature of
their  organizat ion,  but  many of  them
they a lso note that  this  has become
even more urgent  in  the context  of
the profound internat ional  and
nat ional  transformations that  are
change the operat ing context  of
development NGOs and threatening
civ ic  space in  many places.

More than half  of  the platforms
encourage partnerships and
col laborat ion among their  members
(75%) ,  help members disseminate
their  work (65%) ,  and provide onl ine
resources and mater ia ls  (55%).
Almost  hal f  (45%) of  the platforms
provide tra ining on innovat ion-
related topics  and ski l ls ,  as  wel l  as
research and knowledge creat ion.
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CURRENT
INNOVATION
PRACTICES

Most in i t iat ives ident i f ied as
innovat ive by survey respondents are
process innovations ,  i .e .  in i t iat ives
that  change the way platform
products  and services are provided
to their  members.   This  means that ,
a l though platforms see innovat ion in
their  work directed both inwards and
outwards,  p latforms are f i rst  and
foremost  concerned with providing
better  serv ices for  their  members,
not  necessar i ly  new services ,  but
better  serv ices that  can respond to
the current  needs of  their  members.

P A G E  1

1.PROCESS
INNOVATION

Analyz ing the innovat ive
ini t iat ives ident i f ied by survey
respondents ,  we can observe
dif ferent  types of  innovat ion
pract ices:
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BOX 1. AN
INNOVATIVE
PROCESS:
THE UGANDA NATIONAL
NGO FORUM’S CITIZENS
MANIFESTO, A TOOL TO
INCREASE AND SUPPORT A
CONTINUOUS COMMITMENT
TO CITIZEN’S DEMOCRATIC
PARTICIPATION

The Uganda National  NGO Forum
(UNNGOF)  is  an independent and
inclusive nat ional  p latform for  NGOs
in Uganda,  with a  membership of
over  650 members.  One of  UNNGOF’s
main areas of  act ion is  c iv ic  space
and governance monitor ing,  which
includes c i t izen act ion and
part ic ipat ion.  UNNGOF belongs to
and current ly  hosts  the Uganda
Governance Monitor ing Platform
(UGMP),  a  coal i t ion of  CSOs
establ ished in 2004 with the a im of
monitor ing trends in  governance in
Uganda.

The Citizen Manifesto process
started in  2009,  when UNNGOF and
its  UGMP partners designed the f i rst
bottom-up manifesto:  c i t izens from
different  regions of  Uganda came up
with their  own aspirat ions and
demands,  a  pol i t ica l  agenda which is
del ivered to e lectoral  candidates
during campaigns and which can be
used by the c i t izens to hold their
leaders accountable.  The in i t iat ive is
thus both a process and an output
which can be used as an
accountabi l i ty  tool .

Many other act iv i t ies  of  the coal i t ion
were anchored in the manifesto,
inc luding i ts  part ic ipat ion in  the ant i -
corrupt ion campaign Black Monday
Movement.

From the 2016-2021 Manifesto:  “The
primary audience of  this  Ci t izens
Manifesto is  we;  the c i t izens ’  each of
whom must  care about ,  and take
responsibi l i ty  for  changing the socia l ,
economic and pol i t ica l  tra jectory of
our country.  The Cit izens Manifesto
is  a  statement of  what  we want as
c i t izens,  what  we deserve as a  people
of  this  great  country and what  we
wi l l  do to make our l ives and our
country better .  I t  is  a lso statement of
what  we demand from those who
seek our mandate to lead our
country. ”

Sources:  Interv iew conducted for  this
study with UNNGOF staff ;  Nkats ibwe,
Chris  (2016)  “The Cit izens ’  Manifesto
Case Study:  Recount ing a c i t izen- led
advocacy agenda in Uganda” ,  in
Research Roundtable:  Governance,
Society  and Development in  Afr ica ,  A
Report  of  the Bui ld ing Br idges
Programme,  Graduate School  of
Development Pol icy  and Pract ice ,
Univers i ty  of  Cape Town

PAGE 5

https://www.kituochakatiba.org/sites/default/files/publications/Citizen-Manifesto-2016-2021LR.pdf


2.PRODUCT 
AND SERVICE
INNOVATION

A handful  of  p latforms is  designing
innovative products and services for
their  members .  Good examples are
CODE-NGO’s  Centre for  Humanitar ian
Learning and Innovat ion (CHLI )  in  the
Phi l ippines,  and the Cooperat ion
Committee for  Cambodia ’s  Civ i l  Society
Fund.

BOX 2. AN
INNOVATIVE
PRODUCT:
COOPERATION COMMITTEE
FOR CAMBODIA’S CIVIL
SOCIETY FUND, 
ENHANCING THE FINANCIAL
SUSTAINABILITY OF LOCAL
GRASSROOTS CSOS.

The Cooperation Committee for
Cambodia (CCC)  i s  a  membership
organizat ion gather ing 175
organisat ions across the country.
Achieving f inancial  sustainabil ity
and diversifying funding sources
are among the key chal lenges faced
by Cambodian grassroots  CSOs,  CCC’s
members.  

The Civi l  Society Fund (CSF)  in
Cambodia,  a  unique and dist inct  type
of  c iv i l  society  fund,  is  a  platform
establ ished in 2017 to provide and
manage smal l  grants  to grassroot
CSOs.

The CSF is  the result  of  a  vast  body
of  research and a ser ies  of
consultat ions with cross-sector
experts  within the development
sector :  NGOs,  development partners ,
and the government.  The CCC team
spent about hal f  a  year  in  2018
focused on developing a l l  systems
and tools  to manage the in i t iat ive.  In
late 2018 the f i rst  ca l l  was released,
with funds from the European Union
and Bread for  the World.  In  2019,  the
f irst  batch of  smal l  grants  (worth
15,000€ each)  were awarded to nine
smal l  grantees from dif ferent
provinces,  on a wide range of
development issues ( inc luding green
agriculture,  to  promoting art/culture,
support ing youth educat ion and
promoting corporate socia l
responsibi l i ty ) .
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https://www.ccc-cambodia.org/en/what-we-do/civil-society-fund


So far ,  the CSF has proved an
appropriate funding modal i ty  for
local  grassroot  CSOs.  Evaluat ions
processes such as the mid-term
review of  CCC’s  Governance Hub
Program ( internal )  and the EU’s
result -or iented monitor ing v is i t
(external )  have highl ighted the CSF ’s
posit ive effects  in  increasing access
to f inancing to grassroot  level
organisat ions who cannot compete
with larger ,  wel l -establ ished CSOs in
Cambodia.  The CSF wi l l  re lease
another batch of  f inancia l  supports
to enable grassroot  CSOs to cope
with the negat ive impact  of  the
Covid-19 pandemic.

Sources :  Interv iew conducted for  this
study with CCC staff ;  CCC’s  website  
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Some platforms are working to
change the paradigm of civi l
society action  in  which they normal ly
operate.  These are platforms l ike
ABONG in Brazi l ,  and Coordinadora
ONGD in Spain ,  that  are using their
structure and exist ing serv ices to
ful f i l  a  wider  enabl ing role  for  other
c iv i l  society  actors  (c i t izen act iv ists ,
socia l  movements) ,  as  wel l  as  to
assert  a  more pol i t ica l ly  act ive role
for  themselves and their  members
against  threats  to nat ional - level
democrat ic  part ic ipat ion and to our
col lect ive existence.

3.PARADIGM
INNOVATION

BOX 3. AN
INNOVATIVE
PARADIGM
ABONG’S PACT FOR
DEMOCRACY, DEFENDING
DEMOCRACY IN BRAZIL

Abong,  Associação Brasi leira de
ONGs,  is  a  Brazi l ian nat ional
platform establ ished to strengthen
civ i l  society  organizat ions working to
defend and promote common r ights
and goods.  The platform works in
partnership with socia l  movements
and governments towards a world
with c l imate just ice ,  equal  r ights  and
free of  a l l  forms of  d iscr iminat ion.

The Pacto pela Democracia  (Pact  for
Democracy)  was born as a  response
to the pol i t ica l  and socia l  turmoi l
that  preceded the Brazi l ian e lect ions
of  2018.  I ts  goal  was to promote
wider democrat ic  part ic ipat ion and
dialogue to protect  the Brazi l ian
democracy from the authori tar ian
threat .  The Pacto pela Democracia
uses “technology as an al ly  to bring
cit izens closer to polit ics” ,
inc luding socia l  media and dig i ta l
communicat ions,  in  an effort  to
counteract  the polar izat ion
tendencies brought  many of  those
same tools .  Members want  to f ight
the tendency for  bui ld ing bubbles
and echo chambers.  More than 60
organizat ions and socia l  movements
ini t ia l ly  gathered in June 2018,
inc luding Abong as one of  the
founding organizat ions,  and the Pact
br ings together more than 150
organizat ions,  groups and
movements ,  as  wel l  as  c i t izens from
different  part ies .  A dist inct ive
principle  of  the Pact  is  p lural i ty  in
the pol i t ica l  space.
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https://www.pactopelademocracia.org.br/


“The pact is  a  plural ,  nonpartisan space,  open to
cit izens,  organizations and also to polit ical
actors who share the commitment to rescue and
deepen democratic  practices and values in face
of the numerous challenges that Brazi l  has faced
over the last  years.”  Execut ive secretary Ricardo
Borges Mart ins.

Sources :  Interv iew conducted for  this
study with Abong staff ;  Pacto pela
Democracia ’s  website;  Interv iew with
Ricardo Borges Mart ins to Redação
Globo,  24/08/2018 

PAGE 9

https://www.pactopelademocracia.org.br/
https://radioglobo.globo.com/media/audio/208353/tem-muita-coisa-politicamente-avancando-no-brasil-.html


BARRIERS TO
INNOVATION
The  three main barriers  for
innovat ion and learning ident i f ied by
survey respondents are s imi lar :  lack
of funding  (especia l ly  for  innovat ion,
at  94%) ,  lack of  human resources  at
member level  (56%-50%),  and a  lack
of understanding of  the needs of
members of  these topics  (31%-38%).

In terms of  funding,  publ ic  and
private grants  have a s imi lar  weight
in the funding of  the innovat ion
init iat ives ident i f ied by survey
respondents.  Interv iewees descr ibed
dif ferent  innovat ion funding
processes,  inc luding using the
platform’s  unrestr icted funds,
direct ly  responding to donor cal ls ,
and negot iat ing with exist ing funding
partners.  The European Union (EU)
and mult i -donor funding mechanisms
for  c iv i l  society  were often
mentioned as funding partners open
to funding innovat ive in i t iat ives by
interv iewees.

Nonetheless ,  a l l  respondents stated
that  they would l ike to do more in
these f ie lds.  Training and funding
for innovation are two of  the areas
where platforms would l ike to do
more,  as well  as organizing
innovation prizes.
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CONCLUSION:
WAYS FORWARD
Forus is  seen by i ts  members as an
important  a l ly  in  the development of
new ini t iat ives ,  e i ther  by direct
col laborat ion or  indirect ly  through
its  knowledge shar ing and peer-
learning work.  In  the current  context
of  cr i t ica l  environmental ,  socia l ,
pol i t ica l ,  and economic
transformations,  Forus members
specif ical ly  feel  the need to
innovate in the way they advocate
for wider social  change .  P latforms
with greater  funding agi l i ty  and/or
who are fac ing stronger chal lenges to
their  nat ional  operat ing spaces are
changing the paradigm of  c iv i l
society  act ion as organized c iv i l
society  act ive.  They are doing this  by
act ively  seeking to col laborate,
support ,  and establ ish a l l iances with
other actors ,  such as indiv idual
c i t izens,  socia l  movements ,  and
academics ,  towards a more plural
and pol i t ica l ly  act ive not ion of  c iv i l
society .

Based on the f indings of  the Study,
there are  four simple ways Forus
can add value to the work of  its
members in the areas of  learning
and innovation :

1.Peer- learning and knowledge
sharing :  Peer- learning is  seen as
part icular ly  useful  by platforms
wanting to use innovat ion tools  and
to innovate in  their  work,  so
innovat ion peer- learning programs
could be developed.  Cont inuing to
use Forus exist ing communicat ion
channels  (website ,  socia l  media,
General  Assembly)  to share
innovat ive in i t iat ives is  welcome by
platforms.   

2.Funding for innovation and
learning :  Funding was one of  the key
barr iers  ident i f ied by study
part ic ipants.  An innovat ion fund for
platforms at  d i f ferent  innovat ion
journey stages would f i l l  an
important  gap.  A l ist  of  funding
opportunit ies  for  innovat ion for
networks would a lso be useful .
  
3.Innovation survey tools :  Survey
respondents ident i f ied the need to
better  ident i fy  their  own members ’
pr ior i t ies  in  terms of
innovat ion/ learning.  Forus can
provide the tools  for  members to
carry  out  their  own innovat ion
surveys/assessments ,  us ing exist ing
tools  that  are easy to implement with
simple and remote guidance.   

4.Innovation training and
resources :   Forus could provide a
select ion of  free innovat ion
training/resources on i ts  website.  I t
could a lso be interest ing to explore
potent ia l  partnerships to support
platforms in this  area,  for  example
with CODE-NGO’s  Centre for
Humanitar ian Learning and
Innovat ion (CHLI ) .  Courses on
innovat ion developed with members
and at  an accessible  pr ice could
provide important  opportunit ies  for
training.
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R E D  E N C U E N T R O ,
A R G E N T I N A   

D I Á L O G O S  S O C I A L E S  D E  I N C I D E N C I A
P O L Í T I C A  S O B R E  O B J E T I V O S  D E
D E S A R R O L L O  S O S T E N I B L E  Y  A C C I O N E S
D E  C O O P E R A C I Ó N  A L  D E S A R R O L L O

C O D E - N G O ,  T H E
P H I L I P P I N E S

C E N T E R  F O R  H U M A N I T A R I A N
L E A R N I N G  A N D  I N N O V A T I O N  ( C H L I )

C C C ,  C A M B O D I A C I V I L  S O C I E T Y  F U N D   
E - C O M M U N I C A T I O N  A N D  L E A R N I N G
T H R O U G H  A N  O N L I N E  P L A T F O R M

R E P A O C ,  W E S T
A F R I C A

U S E  O F  D I G I T A L  T O O L S  T O  F A C I L I T A T E
M E M B E R S H I P  E N G A G E M E N T

P R O J E C T  S T A T U S  R E P O R T

P L A T F O R M N A M E  O F  I N I T I A T I V E P A R A D I G MP R O C E S SP R O D U C T S /
S E R V I C E S

ANNEX  
LIST OF INNOVATIVE INITIATIVES (IMPLEMENTED IN THE PAST
THREE YEARS) IDENTIFIED BY FORUS MEMBERS
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P O S I T I O N

N F N ,  N E P A L S D G S  P L A N N I N G ,  M O N I T O R I N G  A N D
R E P O R T I N G  T O  H L P F .  S T U D Y  O N
I N T E R V E N T I O N  A P P R O A C H  I N
D I S A S T E R  R I S K  R E S P O N S E  A N D
M A N A G E M E N T

C O O R D I N A D O R A
D E  O N G D ,  S P A I N

Q U O R U M  G L O B A L

L I T H U A N I A N
N G D O  P L A T F O R M

S U S T A I N A B L E  D E V E L O P M E N T  E X P E R T S ’
N E T W O R K ,  W I T H  E X P E R T S  M E E T I N G  O N
S U S T A I N A B L E  D E V E L O P M E N T ,  S E E K I N G
T O  F I N D  S O L U T I O N S  F O R  E F F I C I E N T
S D G S  I M P L E M E N T A T I O N  I N  C O U N T R Y .

P F N O S C M ,
M A D A G A S C A R

I M P R O V I N G  I N F O R M A T I O N  F L O W  I N
T H E  C S O  N E T W O R K  T H R O U G H  S O C I A L
M E D I A

U G A N D A
N A T I O N A L  N G O
F O R U M

" C I T I Z E N S  M A N I F E S T O "  ,   A  T O O L  T H A T
C I T I Z E N S  U S E  T O  E N G A G E  C A N D I D A T E S
D U R I N G  A N D  A F T E R  C A M P A I G N S

C O P E R A T I O N
C A N A D A

P R O M O T I O N  O F  T H E  T R A N S F O R M A T I V E
E L E M E N T S  O F  2 0 3 0  A G E N D A
I M P L E M E N T A T I O N ,   I N N O V A T I O N
C O M M U N I T Y  O F  P R A C T I C E  D E V E L O P E D
B Y  G O V E R N M E N T

https://chli.asia/
https://www.ccc-cambodia.org/en/what-we-do/civil-society-fund
https://www.ccc-cambodia.org/en/what-we-do/civil-society-fund
http://participa.quorumglobal.org/
http://vbplatforma.org/EN/experts-network-on-sustainable-development


P L A T F O R M N A M E  O F  I N I T I A T I V E P R O D U C T S /
S E R V I C E S
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P A R A D I G M P R O C E S SP O S I T I O N

E S P A C E
A S S O C I A T I F ,
M O R O C C O

C O L L A B O R A T I O N  A T  S U B - N A T I O N A L
T O  P R O M O T E  A C T O R  C O N V E R G E N C E

P L A T A F O R M A
P O R T U G U E S A
D A S  O N G D

I N T E R N A T I O N A L  D E V E L O P M E N T
S U M M E R  C O U R S E   P E E R  L E A R N I N G
A C A D E M Y  ( A C A D E M I A  D O
D E S E N V O L V I M E N T O )

A N O N G ,
U R U G U A Y

P R O M O T I N G  A  C L E A R  A N D  F I R M  V O I C E
O F  C I V I L  S O C I E T Y  ( S O C I E D A D  C I V I L
C O N  V O Z  C L A R A  Y  F I R M E )

U N I T A S ,  B O L I V I A F O R O S  P O L Í T I C O S  M U L T I A C T O R  P A R A
L A  I N C I D E N C I A  P Ú B L I C A
M O N I T O R I N G  O F  T H E  C O N T E X T  A N D
F U N D A M E N T A L  F R E E D O M S

C I O N G C A ,
C E N T R A L  A F R I C A

M O N E T A R Y  T R A N S F E R S

C O N F E D E R A C I Ó N
C O L O M B I A N A  D E
O N G

T R A N S P A R E N C Y  A N D  A C C O U N T A B I L I T Y
I N I T A T I V E ,  I N C L U D I N G  C E R T I F I C A T I O N
S Y S T E M  F O R  C S O S

A B O N G ,  B R A Z I L D A T A B A S E  O F  A L T E R N A T I V E
P R A C T I C E S  ( B A N C O  D E  P R Á T I C A S
A L T E R N A T I V A S )

P A C T  F O R  D E M O C R A C Y  ( P A C T O  P E L A
D E M O C R A C I A )

I N S U R G E N T  E X P E R I E N C E S :  B L A C K
C O N S C I O U S N E S S  A N D  R E S I S T A N C E
( E X P E R I Ê N C I A S  I N S U R G E N T E S  -
C O N S C I Ê N C I A  E  R E S I S T Ê N C I A  N E G R A )

https://www.plataformaongd.pt/o-nosso-trabalho/iniciativas/international-development-summer-course
https://www.plataformaongd.pt/o-nosso-trabalho/iniciativas/international-development-summer-course
https://chli.asia/
https://www.plataformaongd.pt/o-nosso-trabalho/iniciativas/academia-do-desenvolvimento
https://redunitas.org/tag/foro-politico-multiactor/
http://vbplatforma.org/EN/experts-network-on-sustainable-development
https://ccong.org.co/rspc/
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