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Abstract 

In the 21st century, innovation has become a key topic in international 
development cooperation and an agenda for western donors, United Nations 
(UN) agencies, private foundations, and international non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs). Yet, academic research on innovation in development 
cooperation is still scarce.  

Using a civic innovation framework and qualitative research methods, this 
paper contributes to the debate by analysing the innovation trajectories of two 
national platforms of development NGOs: Partos, based in the Netherlands, 
and Abong, based in Brazil. It argues that, for these two organisations, 
innovation is primarily a reaction to challenges, crises, and opportunities, not an 
agenda. The analysis shows similarities, namely the central role of collaboration 
and cocreation, enabled by the digital revolution. However, the results also 
unveil important differences, concerning views on power and politics in 
innovation discourses, as well as the role of Covid-19 as a catalyst for innovation. 
Differences in innovation trajectories thus reflect distinct political positionings 
and different views on what development is and should be, even in actors with 
similar structures and scopes.  

This research indicates that politics and power (often overlooked in 
innovation research) are important aspects of innovation understood as a means 
to achieve (positive) social change. It also sheds light on the different views of 
power, politics, and development in northern and southern development 
organisations. 
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Civic innovation, NGOs, International Development Cooperation, social 
change, organisational change. 
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Navigating change in international development 
using innovation1 
The case of national NGO platforms in Brazil and the 
Netherlands 

1 Introduction 

This paper explores the meanings and significance of innovation discourses in 
two national platforms of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) working in 
the field of international development: Partos, the Dutch membership 
association for NGOs working in international development; and Abong, the 
largest national association of Brazilian NGOs working in the fields of human 
rights, democracy, and sustainable development. As recipients of international 
development aid, both organisations can both be considered actors in 
international development cooperation (Fowler, 2011; Lewis et al., 2021, chap. 
8), a sub-system of International Relations (IR) currently undergoing a profound 
transformation2. 

The evolution of the international development cooperation sector in the 
twenty-first echoes wider changes in IR: a multiplex world order is emerging, no 
longer dominated by Western democracies and the liberal international order 
established after the Second World War, but fragmented in multiple modernities, 
multiple centres of power and legitimacy, in a context of increasing global 
connectivity and complexity (Acharya, 2017). In today’s globalised world, shocks 
like the 2008-2009 financial crisis and the Covid-19 pandemic have global reach 
and accelerating effects (Haas, Richard, 2020; Leach et al., 2021). Although 
poverty seen from a multidimensional perspective is still a reality, extreme 
poverty measured in income terms (people living under 1.90 USD per day) has 
declined sharply around the world, as developing countries (China, India, but 
also many African countries) experienced high levels of economic growth in the 
2000s (Sumner et al., 2020)3.  The North (rich) versus South (poor) dichotomy 

 
1 The authors: Ana Luísa Silva, Visiting Researcher, International Institute of Social 
Studies, Erasmus University Rotterdam, the Netherlands, and PhD Candidate, Centre 
for African and Development Studies (CEsA), Lisbon School of Economics and 
Management (ISEG), Universidade de Lisboa, Lisbon, Portugal, 
analuisasilva@phd.iseg.ulisboa.pt; Kees Biekart, Associate Professor of Political 
Sociology, International Institute of Social Studies, Erasmus University Rotterdam, the 
Netherlands, biekart@iss.nl; Luís Mah, Assistant Professor of Development Studies, 
ISCTE-University Institute of Lisbon, luis.mah@iscte-iul.pt.  
2 One could also argue that international development cooperation is currently in 
transition, but we chose to keep the term transformation here, since it is more generic. 
It is unclear if the system is transitioning (to something else completely different), 
transforming itself (keeping key mechanisms such as aid but changing frameworks and 
paradigms) or even disappearing (as priorities shift to national interests and hard 
diplomacy). 
3 It is important to note, however, that the disruption to the global economy in 2020 
caused by the Covid-19 pandemic might be having setback effects on this progress. A 

 

mailto:analuisasilva@phd.iseg.ulisboa.pt
mailto:biekart@iss.nl
mailto:luis.mah@iscte-iul.pt
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that justified the establishment of international development aid in the 1960s, 
i.e., Official Development Assistance (ODA), is vanishing and might longer 
apply (Oldekop et al., 2020; Sumner et al., 2020).  

The current context, bounded by uncertainty and global interdependence, 
is thus very different from the bipolar post-Second World War period, when the 
international development cooperation sector (hereafter referred simply as 
development cooperation) emerged and flourished. Reflecting this change, the 
new development cooperation landscape evolving since the 2000s (Gore, 2013a; 
Janus et al., 2015) is a sector increasingly fragmented in actors, financial flows, 
and development modalities. New actors such as southern donors and a variety 
of private sector organisations (philanthropic, companies, investors, social 
entrepreneurs) joined more traditional multilateral institutions, donors who sit 
in the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organisation for 
Economic and Development Co-operation (OECD), and NGOs (Gulrajani and 
Swiss, 2019; Lambert, 2020; Mawdsley et al., 2017). ODA lost importance as a 
financial flow towards low- and middle-income countries, while ‘beyond aid’ 
financing methods multiplied, from global funds and philanthropic aid to 
foreign direct investment and blended finance (Henning, 2019; Waeyenberge, 
2016). Other models or ways of doing development, such as South-South and 
triangular cooperation, provide alternatives to the rules and regulations of 
traditional North-South ODA (Klingebiel et al., 2020; Lauria and Fumagalli, 
2019; Mawdsley, 2018). 

In the midst of this turmoil, innovation emerges since the year 2000 as an 
agenda promoted by OECD-DAC donors, United Nations Agencies, and big 
philanthropic organisations (e.g., IDIA, 2015; OECD, 2020; Ramalingam and 
Bound, 2016; UNDP, 2016). At a first glance, innovation is seemingly a natural 
response to the need to deal with the increasing complexity of global 
development problems, combined with the opportunity to use technology in 
development interventions (Juma and Yee-Cheong, 2005; UNDP, 2018; 
UNICEF, 2014). As a trend, it follows a wider call for ‘responsible’4 innovation 

 
recent UCTAD report observers that although 2021 saw the fastest economic 
recovery rate of the past 50 years, in 2022 the global economy is recovering on a 
“two-speed” path that shows substantial asymmetries between developed and 
developing economies, “with developing countries much less able to recover from the 
effects of the pandemic and with much greater vulnerability to external shocks” 
(UNCTAD, 2022, p. 2) 
4 One of the recent developments in innovation public policy and academic literature 
(which stems from a much older tradition of critical studies and movements) is a 
reaction to the negative environmental and social externalities of capitalism. Authors 
concerned with ‘irresponsible’ mainstream innovation policies that prioritize 
technological progress and market incentives to the detriment of societally desirable 
outcomes call for a new paradigm of ‘responsible’ innovation that prioritises the 
public good, arguing that innovation is not inherently good (von Schomberg, 2021). 
Although, as it often happens in innovation research, perspectives are many, the idea 
for an innovation paradigm shift that puts environmental and social needs in the 
centre is present in the work of high-profile academics such as Mariana Mazzucato 
(Mazzucato, 2022) and former director of the University of Sussex Science Policy 
Research Unit Johan Shcot (Schot and Steinmueller, 2018).  
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to transform traditional economic growth-centred innovation into inclusive 
sustainable development policies (Schot and Steinmueller, 2018; von 
Schomberg, 2021). As an operational strategy, the innovation agenda is sustained 
by goal-based development strategies – the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) and its predecessor Millennium Development Goals –,  encouraged by 
the stronger presence of new private sector actors like big philanthropies and 
social entrepreneurs, and made possible by the digital revolution (Klingebiel et 
al., 2020; Silva, 2021). What can be called the ‘mainstream innovation agenda’5 
puts emphasis on problem-solving and finding solutions to complex 
development problems (Fowler, 2013; Klingebiel et al., 2020; Silva, 2021), in line 
with utilitarian or ‘weak’ social innovation literature traditions (Ayob et al., 2016; 
Busacca, 2020). 

On the other hand, there is also a ‘B side’ to this innovation agenda, a less 
visible layer to the narrative, which focuses instead on the development 
cooperation system itself and how its (traditional) actors need to reinvent 
themselves and their approaches to development. Bloom and Faulkner have 
differentiated these two directionalities of innovation in development 
cooperation as outwards (finding solutions for complex development problems) 
and inwards (transforming the development cooperation system) innovation 
(Bloom and Faulkner, 2016). Overall, the current innovation for development 
considers development primarily in its big ‘D’ conceptualisation (referring to the 
development industry and its intentional interventions to promote positive 
change), leaving aside considerations about the relationship between innovation 
and small ‘d’ development, e.g., the wider patterns of social change that occur as 
a result of struggles around power and resources (Lewis, 2019).   

Perhaps because this innovation agenda is relatively recent, it has received 
so far little attention in the academic literature – moreover, the existing research 
is focused on the subtheme of humanitarian innovation (Bloom and Betts, 2013; 
James and Taylor, 2018; Scott-Smith, 2016; Silva, 2021). However, in the current 
context of sectoral transformation, studying the innovation narratives and 
agendas of different development actors can help us identify and understand 
ongoing changes in the sector, as well as the current challenges and opportunities 
for aid actors (Silva, 2022a, forthcoming). For example, a recent paper (Silva, 
2022b) mapping innovation perspectives across twenty national NGO platforms 
(i.e., national-level associations of NGOs) located predominantly in the global 
south concludes that, among these actors, views on innovation depart from 
solutionism and are closer to the ‘strong’ social innovation literature tradition 

 
5 By mainstream agenda, we are hereby referring to the agenda developed and pursued 
by so-called traditional (western) development actors, such as OECD-DAC donors, 
UN Agencies, big philanthropic organisations, and international NGOs. Currently, 
this is the agenda with bigger visibility in the sector. Nonetheless, there are other 
concurring but different perspectives, notably from southern donors in South-South 
cooperation, who have long seen innovation from a technology for economic growth 
perspective in their technical cooperation and capacity building programmes (e.g., 
Cabral, 2016; Chaturvedi, 2016; UNCTAD, 2007).  
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(Ayob et al., 2016), i.e., a collective process that leads to social change, and the 
idea of small ‘d’ development (Lewis, 2019):  

… innovation scale and impact is much more often linked to the idea of 
achieving social change, transforming systems, strengthening democracy, and 
finding alternatives to the mainstream development model, than to ideas of 
problem solving, aid efficiency, and value for money as highlighted by the 
mainstream innovation for development agenda in western donors and global 
north platforms. (Silva, 2022b, p. 19) 

The same research argues that the innovation practices analysed show that 
civil society networks such as national NGO platforms might be in a good 
position to promote inclusive innovation for sustainable development, 
reclaiming both the idea that development cooperation is a system founded on 
international solidarity and pro-poor aspirations (Janus et al., 2015) and the 
notion of NGOs as social innovators and precursors of alternative development 
models (Davies, 2014, 2012).  

The present paper continues this line of research by zooming in on the 
innovation discourses and practices of two NGO platforms. It uses a civic 
innovation lens as the framework for the analysis, since this approach specifically 
situates itself in the development studies field but goes beyond aid and the 
narrative of global agendas, instead focusing on civic agency and visions of 
change by civil society actors (Biekart et al., 2016). The goal of this research is 
to answer two questions. First, how do innovation discourses affect and are 
affected by changes in development cooperation? And second, what do 
innovation practices tell us about the interlocutor roles played by national NGO 
platforms? Within the civic innovation approach, the concept of interlocutor is 
particularly useful for the present analysis. Interlocutors are organisations or 
individuals that, because of their characteristics (such as the ability to build trust 
among different actors or the ability to read power and governance structures 
within a given context), have the potential and willingness to address or 
contribute to address an identified collective-action problem (Fowler, 2016, 
2014; Tembo and Chapman, 2014). Using qualitative methods to analyse the 
trajectories of two similar, yet different, organisations allow us to uncover 
similarities (trends that might be valid across the whole sector) and differences 
(which may highlight challenges and opportunities for organisations based in 
similar contexts).  

The two selected organisations – Partos, the Dutch association of NGOs 
working in international development and Abong, the Brazilian NGO 
association – appear in this research as examples of interlocutors that have 
innovation as a high priority in their organisational strategies, and which have 
both developed a number of innovative initiatives in the past decade (Abong, 
2022; Blommstein, Nele et al., 2020; Silva, 2022b; The Spindle, 2021, 2016). 
Similar in structure and scope, the two platforms are however located in different 
geographical, social, and economic contexts. Partos, based in the Netherlands, 
can be situated in the Global North and Abong, based in Brazil, belongs to the 
Global South. Both countries are interesting cases to explore when analysing the 
evolution and current challenges of development cooperation.  
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The Netherlands has long played a leading role in the community of 
OECD-DAC donors, in terms of aid volume, multilateral and bilateral relations, 
and engagement of its government funded international NGOs in different 
global development agendas (Stokke, 2019, chap. 8). Brazil, on the other hand, 
became an important recipient of foreign aid in the 1980s and 1990s, after its 
transition from military dictatorship to democracy, particularly aid directed at 
emergent civil society organisations working on human rights agendas (Cordeiro, 
2013). Due to the country’s fast rates of economic growth and social progress in 
the 2000s, combined with shifting aid priorities in donor countries facing the 
consequences of the 2008-2009 financial crisis, Brazil quickly transitioned from 
key aid recipient to emerging donor (Cabral and Weinstock, 2010) and the 
funding relationships of its civil society organisations have since became more 
complex (Mendonça, Teodósio and Alvim 2009; Pessina and Kraychete, 2020). 
These similarities in form and differences in context are important, as the present 
study is less a comparison than an in-depth analysis of trajectories of innovation 
and change from different sides of the hierarchies of development cooperation 
(Global North/Aid Donor vs Global South/Aid Recipient), which together 
highlight wider trends of change in the sector. 

The paper is structured as follows. It starts by defining the civic innovation 
approach used to guide the analysis. Second, it outlines the innovation 
trajectories of Partos and Abong, linking them to the history of the two 
organisations, recent events, and current contexts. Third, it looks at the different 
innovation initiatives developed and put in practice by Partos and Abong to 
understand differences and similarities, particularly regarding goals and 
motivations, approaches, and the role of power and politics. Finally, the paper 
concludes with an overview of the results and their implications for northern 
and southern development NGOs as international development cooperation 
actors. 

2 Theoretical framework: a civic innovation approach 

The specificities of organised civil society working on development cooperation 
demand a theoretical framework which is able to link social innovation, 
development studies, and transitions literatures (Howaldt et al., 2014; Silva, 
2022a). Among the many alternative visions of innovation that exist today to 
counter the dominance of technologic innovation and the Science Policy and 
Innovation Studies (SPIS) field in the past sixty years (Edwards-Schachter, 2021; 
Gaglio et al., 2019)6, civic innovation is promising. Created and expanded on by 
scholars and scholar-practitioners working within the field of development 
studies (Biekart et al., 2016; Fowler and Biekart, 2008), the civic innovation 
approach aims to go beyond the aid narratives and global agendas that permeate 
the field and frame much of the field’s academic debate. It focuses instead on 

 
6 Since the 1960s, the study of innovation has been dominated by the economists 
working in the Innovation Studies field, which continues to expand on the mid-20th 
century work of Joseph A. Schumpeter and has healthy links with public policy for 
science, technology, and innovation.  
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visions of change born in civil society, not in the markets nor the state: the way 
people (citizens or groups of people, those with civic agency) are responding to 
crises of different types (financial, economic, ecological, social or cultural) and 
building alternative development narratives on the ground (Biekart et al., 2016).  

Civic innovation is not a theory of innovation, nor does it aim to build a 
new theory of social change. Much like in ‘strong’ social innovation literature 
(Ayob et al., 2016), the ultimate goal of civic innovations is to achieve (positive) 
social change; yet, the civic innovation approach distinguishes itself from social 
innovation by putting citizen-driven politics at the centre of the analysis of the 
innovation process (Fowler, 2016). Politics and power have often been neglected 
aspects in mainstream innovation studies (Laurent, 2021; Papaioannou, 2018)7 
and in many alternative theories and visions of innovation, even if they have 
been the subject of critique in the 1970s (e.g., the Sussex Manifesto and the 
Alternative Technology Movement) and resurfaced more recently in debates 
about ‘inclusive’, ‘sustainable’, and ‘responsible’ innovation (e.g., Avelino, 2021; 
Papaioannou, 2018; von Schomberg, 2021). International development 
cooperation is no exception: the mainstream discourse in international aid is 
dominated by problem-solving, solution-focused, utilitarian views of innovation 
which leave little space to address issues of power and politics in the ‘who’, 
‘what’, ‘why’, and ‘how’ questions of the innovation process (Klingebiel et al., 
2020; Silva, 2022b, 2021).  

The civic innovation approach is particularly appropriate to the actors 
studied in the present paper, as both Partos and Abong are situated in the civil 
society space. By focusing on visions of change and alternatives to capitalist 
development, it underlines both the importance of the often overlooked 
imaginary component of innovation (Laurent, 2021) and the centrality of the 
notion of utopia (the dream of the good society) to the very idea of civil society 
(Edwards, 2011, pp. 8–10):  

Civic innovation is about focusing on what is positive, creative and imaginative in 
the face of a world that seems beset by crisis narratives, whether financial, 
economic, ecological, social or cultural. As development researchers we see the 
mainstream development community responding with difficulty to this crisis 
narrative – awkwardly speaking of the failure of the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) while setting up a new set of Sustainable Development Goals (and 
a new acronym – the SDGs – currently being decided mostly by expert groups and 
officials in the United Nations bureaucracy). Underlining these discussions are 
deep concerns about the viability of the development project in the new conditions 
of today. In exploring the term civic innovation we suggest this helps us to give a 
useful alternative to overwhelming crisis narratives. We are not looking for a new 
theory and practice that will lead to a ‘grand transformation’ of neoliberal 

 
7 There are different strands of social innovation literature, which Ayob and colleagues 
divided into two groups, ‘strong’ and ‘weak’, which highlight, respectively, “the 
disparity between a more radical and normative tradition which sees social (and 
political) change occurring as a consequence of innovations in social relations (…), 
and a more utilitarian approach which emphasises the societal impact of any 
innovation as defined by changes in aggregate individual utility” (Ayob, Teasdale, 
Fagan 2016: 648-9). 
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capitalism but rather at how to build a mosaic of responses by looking at what is 
happening ‘on the ground’ where people are living the contradictions of 
development. (Biekart et al., 2016, p. 3) 

One way to analyse the innovation trajectories of networks of civil society 
organisations like Abong and Partos through a civic innovation lens is to 
consider the role of these organisations as interlocutors (Fowler, 2016, 2014; 
Fowler and Biekart, 2017). According to research on social accountability by 
Tembo and Chapman, “‘Interlocutors’ are the organisations or individuals with 
the ‘game-changing’ characteristics that are necessary to address, or contribute 
to, a specific collective action problem” (Tembo and Chapman, 2014, p. 9). 
These ‘game-changing’ characteristics are functional (useful for specific 
moments and contexts) and depend on the collective action problem to be 
addressed, as well as the context in which that problem and the intervening 
actors are embedded. For example, considering the goal of improved social 
accountability and grassroots political governance, characteristics such as socio-
psychological control, control over language, controlling rules, and applying 
coercion were identified as ‘game-changing’ (Tembo, 2013, p. 52). As 
demonstrated by Fowler and Biekart in a research paper comparing multi-
stakeholder initiatives in four different countries (Fowler and Biekart, 2017, pp. 
87–88), the interlocution concept acknowledges the centrality of differences in 
context, operating conditions, and objectives of each interlocutor, at the same 
time allowing for comparisons by focusing on the similarities and differences of 
interlocutors’ functions, roles, and attributes.  

More generally, Fowler has identified seven key attributes (combination of 
roles, competencies and principles) at play in complex collaborative processes 
seeking change at scale (Fowler, 2014, pp. 22–24): leadership allied to conflict 
management; trust building; system sensitivity and scaling; awareness of 
polycentric governance, distributed authority and power; presence and the long 
haul; polyglot; sovereignty and financing. He further notes that “a fundamental 
task of an interlocutor is to bring parties to a point of adequately forgoing their 
own optimal outcome to one of a sufficiently satisfactory outcome for the 
group.” (Fowler, 2016, p. 51), which is important to keep in mind considering 
the associational nature of national NGO platforms. Interlocutors can therefore 
play a number of different roles, depending on their attributes and the various 
tasks they perform (Table 1). Furthermore, Fowler argues that  the process of 
starting collective action in multi-stakeholder settings (such as the ones national 
NGO platforms like Partos and Abong work in) results from a combination of 
roles played by the interlocutor, which he calls the AGEing practice: “Assemble 
interested parties, Guide and align collaboration across their institutional and/or 
organisational interfaces and help Embed in society the wanted changes” 
(Fowler, 2016, p. 43). In addition to this relatively linear process, there is always 
the possibility that embedding practices, due the very nature of institutional 
inter-connectedness brings about another innovation dynamic as a result. 
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TABLE 1 
Types of interlocutors in collaborative action, their attributes and roles 

Source: (Fowler, 2016, p. 13) 

 

Considering these processes within the challenges posed by collective action 
to address contemporary social dilemmas as theorised by Ostrom (Ostrom, 
2009), as well as the potential power of their action in context as portrayed by 
Cornwall (Cornwall, 2002) and Gaventa (Gaventa, 2006), Fowler analyses 
interlocutor roles according to three spaces for citizen engagement (invited, 
instigated, and closed): “(a) invited to do so in spaces and with rules 
preestablished by others; (b) claim space to instigate social change; and (c) 
occupy closed spaces denied to outsiders.” (Fowler, 2016, p. 42). In addition, he 
outlines four questions to guide a systematic approach to interlocutor analysis:  

What conversation/type of change in society do they aspire to/align with? 
Where do they figure in the distribution of power space in society?  
What trajectories of change do they pursue over time?  
When is interlocution not appropriate? (Fowler, 2016, p. 52) 

Civic innovation provides a framework to analyse innovation from a civil 
society perspective which considers the role of civil society actors as 
interlocutors in relation to the social dilemmas they are working to address, the 
context where they act, and the role of power and politics of social change. It 
explicitly accepts the interdisciplinary nature of development, by keeping the 
framework open to scholars working from several perspectives (gender, 
economics, politics). Most importantly, it avoids tying innovation to a specific 
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world view or to narrow views of what (successful) innovation consists of, as is 
often the case in innovation studies (Godin, 2021; Papaioannou, 2018) and social 
innovation (Busacca, 2020; Fowler, 2013; van der Have and Rubalcaba, 2016) 
literatures, as well as in mainstream innovation discourse in development 
cooperation (Silva, 2021). Instead, by acknowledging the central role of power 
and politics in the innovation processes, the possibility of different levels of 
change, and the existence of diverse spheres of knowledge, a civil innovation 
approach can help identifying obstacles, possibilities, and routes for wider social 
change (small ‘d’ development) through civic action in a Gramscian sense (civil 
society as a space for conflict, dialogue, and consensus building).  

The following sections use qualitative methods and follow the civic 
innovation framework described above to answer the two research questions: 1) 
how do innovation discourses affect and are affected by changes in development 
cooperation? and 2) what do innovation practices tell us about the interlocution 
roles played by national NGO platforms? Specifically, interpretative methods 
were used: document analysis (activity ant thematic reports, evaluations, website 
information, among other publicly available communication materials) 
complemented by 13 semi-structured interviews, conducted between October 
2021 and May 2022. The value of interpretative methods, such as discourse and 
discursive practices analysis, has been long highlighted by development 
researchers looking into generating new understandings of development 
trajectories from the experiences of and shared meanings constructed by 
development actors (Gasper and Apthorpe, 1996). More recently, research 
focusing on civil society (particularly networks of civil society actors) has also 
stressed the value of interpretative methods on identifying new perspectives on 
phenomena, as aspect that is directly relevant to the study of innovation from a 
civic innovation lens: “These applications share a common methodological 
approach that illuminates the capacity (or lack thereof) of civil society to 
articulate meanings that challenge the status quo or repressive forces in society 
and suggests interactions that produce both cooperative and contested 
outcomes” (Appe and Dodge, 2022, p. 2). Additional insights were drawn from 
the available data collected during a survey of 20 national NGO platforms and 
regional coalitions belonging to the international umbrella organisation Forus 
(of which Abong is a member), conducted in 2020 (Silva, 2022b).  

3 The innovation trajectories of  Partos and Abong 

3.1 National NGO platforms: context, attributes, and 
evolution 

National NGO platforms are networks of civil society organisations, i.e., formal 
structures that link organisations “who share a common interest on a specific 
issue or who share a general set of values” (Perkin et al., 2005, p. 2). They 
respond to a need for development NGO coordination at different levels, 
helping advance the collective interest of development NGOs (as any sector 
association would do) in terms of sector regulation and access to resources, but 
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also defending their member’s freedom for civic action and enforcing NGO 
accountability (Fowler, 1997, pp. 116–120).  As illustrated by Figure 1 below, the 
establishment of these co-ordination bodies at national level, commonly referred 
to as national NGO platforms, accompanies the expansion in number and 
activity of NGOs working in development in the 1980s and 1990s around the 
world (Fowler, 2011; Watkins et al., 2012), as well as the rising importance of 
networks as globalisation advances and information and communications 
technology (ICTs) expand worldwide (e.g., Bebbington and Kothari, 2006; 
Castells, 2008; Milani and Laniado, 2007).  

As with development NGOs themselves, it is impossible to conduct a 
thorough analysis of a particular national NGO platform or understand the 
variety of roles and activities it carries out without considering its history (as well 
as the history of NGOs and civil society in that particular country) and the 
context in which it operates (Lewis et al., 2021, chap. 2). In this section we 
therefore trace the history of Partos and Abong, in respect to each specific 
national context, and give a brief overview of their innovation discourses and 
practices of the past decade.  

 

FIGURE 1 
Number of National NGO Platforms by decade established  
(N=58, among 66 members of umbrella organisation Forus) 

Source: Author’s elaboration, using information available online as of May 2022. 

3.2 Partos: “Connecting for innovation and impact” 

Established in 2004, “Partos is the Dutch membership association for 
organisations working in international development”8, representing today 106 
development NGOs. As a sector association organisation, Partos is funded 
primarily by membership fees. Compared with fellow platforms from other 

 
8 https://www.partos.nl/about-partos/ (accessed 01/03/2022).   

https://www.partos.nl/about-partos/
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countries (Figure 1)9, its establishment happens relatively late, and its evolution 
is directly related to the evolution of Dutch government funding for the NGOs 
that form its membership base. In the 2000s, the  Dutch Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (MoFA) opened up its co-financing scheme, which since 1965 supported 
only four large organisations (Guijt, 2008; Ruben and Schulpen, 2009), to other 
organisations. A number of thematic schemes were also set up, resulting in a 
more fragmented funding reality and in the inclusion of many more NGOs in 
the MoFA funding landscape (Schulpen, 2016). This fragmentation leads to the 
need and opportunity for sectoral coordination, collaboration, and learning, 
resulting in the establishment of Partos10.  

In the 2010s, and according to the calculations in a 2016 paper (Schulpen, 
2016, p. 13), after a growth period in the first decade of the millennium, available 
MoFA funding for NGOs drops by about 50% and the number of NGOs 
receiving government funding falls from 193 to 140. According to The Spindle 
/ Partos staff interviewed for this research, these budget cuts put Partos in a 
difficult position11. In 2014, the newly appointed director of Partos had two key 
tasks (defined by Partos’ Board and membership): to ensure a follow-up to the 
learning program initiated in 2011 with the leftover budget from another 
organisation (PSO12) and to find a solution for Partos’ difficult financial 
situation. Coming from a consulting background, innovation in the development 
sector was a priority thematic area for the new director and one of his first 
initiatives was to transform Partos Plaza, Partos yearly Learning Festival, into 
“Partos Innovation Festival”.  

Partos’ innovation program “The Spindle” is thus created and successfully 
negotiated with the MoFA in this context of sectoral transformation, financial 
instability, and leadership change. It ran for five years between 2016 and 2020, 
with a grant from the Dutch MoFA, complemented by membership 
contributions, which allowed Partos to have a small team dedicated to 
innovation only. Interviewees note that one of the rationales for the program 
was the realisation that organisations now lack funding, time, and capacity to 
invest in learning and innovation13, leaving networks like Partos with a potential 
supporting role to play. The program’s stated goal was “to accelerate and 

 
9 Comparing specifically with platforms from other OECD-DAC countries: Bond 
(UK) was founded in 1993, Interaction (USA) in 1984, VENRO (Germany) in 1995, 
Coordination Sud (France) in 1994, PPONGD (Portugal) in 1985, and Coordinadora 
(Spain) in 1986. 
10 Interview with two The Spindle / Partos staff members, 13/10/2021 and 
04/11/2021. 
11 Interview with two The Spindle / Partos staff members, 13/10/2021 and 
04/11/2021. 
12 A lifeline was provided to Partos by the end of an individual subsidy scheme to 
PSO in 2011. PSO was an an organisation that had taken the role of supporting 
learning activities within the Dutch development NGO sector, receiving MoFA 
funding to carry out this work. After PSO closed, its leftover budget was transferred 
to Partos to be invested in a learning program. 
13 Interview with two The Spindle / Partos staff members, 13/10/2021 and 
04/11/2021. 
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facilitate innovation within and between civil society organizations working in 
development both in The Netherlands and in the Global South” and “to 
contribute to a future fit, effective and efficient development cooperation” (The 
Spindle, 2021, p. 2). Its 2016 inception report links the need to innovate to 
important changes in global context and increasing complexity of global 
challenges (The Spindle, 2016, p. 3), an argument very much aligned with the 
mainstream innovation for development agenda in 21st century development 
cooperation (e.g., Ramalingam and Bound, 2016; Silva, 2021).The Spindle also 
integrates the learning component that existed in previous Partos activities. 
According to the program’s end term evaluation, three main strategies were used: 
“agenda setting”, innovation brokering” and “piloting” (Blommstein, Nele et al., 
2020). The program encompasses several different activities, such as innovation 
labs, communities of practice, festivals and awards, platforms for sharing 
experiences and collaborating, trainings, developing and publishing own 
materials.  

Table 2 (Appendices) provides details of the key innovation activities and 
processes enabled by The Spindle, using Fowler’s proposed framework of 
analysis for interlocutor processes (Fowler, 2016). Looking at the social change 
spectrum where the six initiatives outlined act, they are evenly split between 
those aiming at ‘game change’ (albeit within the Dutch development cooperation 
system) and those looking for ‘rule change’ in an existing system. For example, 
the Partos Innovation Awards were designed primarily as an opportunity to 
showcase and open space for innovation in the development sector and thus 
change the sector’s attitudes (particularly those of NGOs) towards innovation 
(The Spindle, 2016, pp. 66–67)14. When it comes to the ‘rule changing’ initiatives, 
they concern the development cooperation system (Gender? Whoops!) or the 
wider system of socioeconomic organisation (Trickle Up and The Leave No One 
Behind Platform)15. Finally, the interlocutor trajectories of The Spindle’s 
innovation initiatives highlight the facilitator and broker roles played by Partos 
through The Spindle, as well as its ability and willingness to collaborate, not only 
with its members but also with a diverse group of external parties.  

3.3 Abong: Organisations defending common rights and 
common goods 

Abong (Associação Brasileira de ONGs, in English: Brazilian Association of 
NGOs) is a national association of Brazilian NGOs. Established in 1991, it 
works to strengthen civil society organisations active in the fields of human 
rights, democracy, and sustainable development. Its origins are connected to the 
Earth Summit of 1992, the United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development that took place in Rio de Janeiro16, seen as a landmark for civil 
society participation in global politics (Kelly, 2007; Munck, 2002), and where 

 
14 Interview with current Partos staff, 13/10/2021.  
15 The Spindle Five Year Highlights - https://5yearsthespindle.partos.nl/5-years-the-
spindle/5-years-the-spindle, accessed June 2022. 
16 Interview with Abong’s NGO member staff, 07/06/2022. 

https://5yearsthespindle.partos.nl/5-years-the-spindle/5-years-the-spindle
https://5yearsthespindle.partos.nl/5-years-the-spindle/5-years-the-spindle
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Brazilian civil society actors saw both the need and an opportunity to network 
with their peers to expand their influence space (Carvalho, 2001; De Paula, 
2006).  

As inscribed in its latest triannual report (2019-2022), Abong’s mission is to 
“defend the right of civil society organisations to defend the rights of people and 
nature” (Abong, 2022, p. 5). Its vision is “to be recognised as a democratic, 
plural, antiracist, antipatriarchy civil society organisation, that defends a way of 
life which protects human rights and nature” (Abong, 2022, p. 5).  Abong’s 
activities are currently organised along three strategic axes: 1) connecting and 
influencing; 2) building knowledge; and 3) democratic management. As a sector 
association, Abong provides various types of support to civil society 
organisations: training, legal advice, peer exchanges and learning, campaigning, 
communication, and network action. Itself a result of the democracy building 
process in Brazil17, Abong aims to strengthen civil society organisations and 
support their participation in the development and monitoring of public policy: 
“Our DNA is to act and dialogue with the civil society organisations, with the 
Brazilian NGOs [working in the human rights field]. Abong’s idea is to 
strengthen those organisations, so that they can understand their role in social 
transformation (…)”.18 Abong’s support is therefore not exclusive to its 
membership base. In fact, its activities are open to all civil society organisations 
in the development and human rights sphere.19  

Although Abong, unlike Partos, does not have a clear innovation strategy 
or staff dedicated exclusively to innovation, the organisation comes out of an 
innovation survey conducted in 2020 with a sample of 21 national NGO 
platforms as one of the organisations that puts innovation in the front seat of its 
action (Silva, 2022b). According to the survey data, both innovation and learning 
are considered very high priorities to the organisation and innovation is defined 
in a very broad sense and looking both inwards and outwards: “[Innovation is] 
being in constant interaction with the organisations in our field, watching over 
them to enhance their technical, political, and financial sustainability.” Still 
according to the findings of the same research, Abong gives its members 
innovation training, online resources and materials, flexible funding for trial and 
experimentation, dissemination support, and encourages partnerships and 
collaboration.  

Five initiatives were identified as innovative by the organisation itself 
(outlined in Table 3, Appendices), Two of these are responses to the needs of 
the Covid-19 pandemic, while the others originate before the pandemic starts in 
2020. All initiatives are collaborative or result from a partnership, with Abong 
members but also with other civil society organisations (NGOs, grassroots 
organisations, social movements, other networks, and coalitions). Another 
common trait is the use of digital communications in the activities; many of them 

 
17 Many of Abong’s founding members, were born and strengthened during the 
dictatorship-democracy transition period, some founded by political activists that 
opposed the military dictatorship. 
18 Interview with Abong staff member, 01/09/2020. 
19 Interview with Abong staff member, 01/09/2020. 
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develop online platforms to share information and knowledge, organize online 
events, and use social media to support campaigning. The innovation initiatives 
address a variety of topics which revolve around human rights and democratic 
governance: sustainable development and ‘Buen Vivir’, deep democracy, Covid-
19 emergency response, mental health, racism, civil society organisation (CSO) 
strengthening and civil society support.  

The initiatives developed by Abong are instigated by a mix of members, 
Abong staff, and other civil society partners, usually through some form of 
collaboration. Two of the initiatives aim for a ‘game change’ in a socioeconomic 
system: one aims to foster a change in the economic order (Banco de Práticas 
Alternativas) and another one to deepen democracy in Brazil (Pacto pela 
Democracia). A third initiative aims towards a ‘game change’ within the CSO 
sector (Experiências Insurgentes – Consciência e Resistência Negra) by eliminating 
racism within this group of organisations. The remaining two initiatives look for 
rule changes, one directed at more inclusive public health policies (Rede Solidária) 
and the other one looking into a change within Abong itself, adding mental 
support to its regular support activities for Brazilian CSOs (Balaio de Cuidados).  

3.4 Power spaces: Using innovation to instigate change and 
fight closing civic space 

A brief note is useful to better understand the context in which both 
organisations are operating. Partos’ innovation initiatives happen in power 
spaces that are open and inviting to the organisation’s participation as a key 
player in Dutch development cooperation, as one would expect in one of the 39 
countries classed as ‘Open’20 by Civicus Civic Space Monitor (Civicus Monitor, 
2022). In fact, concerning the initiatives that happen within the framework that 
regulates the relationships between Dutch development NGOs and the Dutch 
MoFA (e.g., Gender? Whoops!), we can argue that the organisation had already 
been invited to the power space it is trying to influence. Nonetheless, in some 
cases the organisation can be considered to be instigating change by taking an 
independent initiative (e.g., Shift-The-Power). 

In the case of Abong, all initiatives seem to be instigated by the organisation 
in the current absence of a clearly defined power space for participation of CSOs 
in the Brazilian democracy. In fact, in at least two instances (Rede Solidária and 
Pacto pela Democracia), it can be argued that the organisation is innovating to fight 
against closing civic space by actively claiming space for citizen participation in 
processes that are restricting human rights (e.g., access to healthcare and 
vaccines during Covid-19) and democracy (e.g., fake news and a government 
campaign against CSOs). This is clearly a consequence of a the rapid 

 
20 According to the Civicus Monitor data for 2021, 39 countries rated as Open, 41 
rating as Narrowed, 43 rated as Obstructed, 49 rated as Repressed and 25 rated as 
Closed. Compared with data from 2020, civic space is suffering further restrictions in 
more countries: 13 countries have worsened their rating and only one has improved. 
Source: https://findings2021.monitor.civicus.org/in-numbers.html, accessed 
28/11/2022.  

https://findings2021.monitor.civicus.org/in-numbers.html
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deterioration of civic space and democracy observed in Brazil since the 2016 
economic and political crisis and the election of Jair Bolsonaro in 2018 (Sauer et 
al., 2019). Perhaps due to the complex nature and sense of urgency of the issues 
being tackled, the initiatives developed by Abong are usually instigated by a mix 
of members, Abong staff, and other civil society partners, always through some 
form of collaboration. 

The power spaces where each of the organisations are acting through their 
innovation initiatives are therefore very different, given the current democratic 
and political contexts lived in the Netherlands and Brazil. On the one hand, 
Partos, its members, and partners are acting in an open space where they are 
invited and expected to participate. On the other hand, Abong is using 
innovation to respond to threats to democracy and to fight for Brazilian civic 
space to remain open. These differences are relevant to the in-depth analysis 
presented in the next section.  

4 Partos and Abong’s innovation trajectories and changes 
in development cooperation  

4.1 Opening up development: In the digital era, to innovate 
is to collaborate 

Openness to connect, collaborate, and cocreate with other actors is a key feature 
of innovation discourses and practices in both Abong and Partos. Similarly, 
central to the innovation discourse and practices in both platforms is the 
importance of information and communication technologies, digital tools, and 
social media, which allow platforms to communicate constantly and instantly 
with members and partners close and far, reaching new audiences and a wider 
public, enabling collaboration and cocreation to a scale never seen before.  

This is not surprising, as the so-called Digital Revolution, enabled by the 
global spread of the internet and mobile communications, has profoundly 
transformed the ability of organisations to communicate more efficiently, more 
inexpensively, and across different audiences (Hanelt et al., 2021; McCabe and 
Harris, 2021; Verhoef et al., 2021) The fact that digitalisation is such an integral 
part of the innovation interlocution processes of the two platforms highlights 
the enormous impact of digitalisation on their organisational processes (Vial, 
2019) and makes these two aspects of the innovation trajectories of Partos and 
Abong (collaboration and digitalisation) difficult to dissociate from one another.  

Partos’ slogan, as per its 2016 long-term strategy, is “connecting for 
innovation and impact (in the original Dutch version: “verbinden voor 
vernieuwing en impact”). Partos’ The Spindle was designed from the very 
beginning with an online hub (www.thespindle.org21) to share knowledge, 
connect, and collaborate as a central element to its “open innovation” strategy. 
The project rationale follows the idea that “the ubiquity and simultaneity of 

 
21 This online hub is offline as of the publication of this paper, since the program 
funding ended in 2021 after five years. 

http://www.thespindle.org/
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digital technologies allow individuals to connect across time and space, 
increasing the potentiality of digitalization to constitute new forms of the social” 
(Trittin-Ulbrich et al., 2021, p. 13). For example, communities of practice 
primarily communicate online (via email and virtual meeting platforms). 
Information and knowledge sharing was also done primarily through digital 
means of communication: digital publications are available for download on 
both The Spindle and Partos’ websites, digital newsletters are sent to different 
communities of practice and the online hub contains a database of innovations. 
The Spindle thus uses its digital component to widen the net and bring together 
actors from different fields of activity and geographies. In particular, the 
involvement of the Southern partners is a stated goal of the project and digital 
tools play an important role in facilitating that wide scope and continuous 
involvement: 

The Spindle enables organisations and individuals to innovate together and to 
create a thriving community for social change. It connects innovators from Dutch 
and global – primarily Southern – development actors and supports them in 
transforming new ideas into innovative solutions. 

(…)  

Our approach? Build an off- and online community of innovators; Identify 
emerging trends, challenges and opportunities and support the development of 
new ideas, promising new strategies and solutions in response. (The Spindle, 2016, 
p. 3) 

In the case of Abong, all the innovation initiatives identified involve digital 
tools, which become the primary means of communicating, sharing information, 
and/or campaigning. The urgency to invest in digital forms of communication 
as a complement to traditional ones such as in-person debates, festivals, and 
demonstrations began when the extreme-right took over the online discussion 
space during the 2013 civil protests (Castells, 2015, pp. 230–236; Odilla, 2021). 
In the events that followed those protests and led to the election of Jair 
Bolsonaro in 2018, it became clear that the efficient use of social media 
platforms had been an important factor in the rise of the extreme-right in Brazil. 
This realisation leads Abong and a coalition of partners to start the Pacto pela 
Democracia initiative (Pact for Democracy), in the aftermath of the 2018 
presidential elections.22 This initiative brings together more than 150 
organisations, groups and movements working on a variety of topics of political 
and democratic life23. It aims to defend and improve political and democratic life 
in Brazil, by creating a plural, nonpartisan space for democratic debate, open to 
all.  

Although its activities include traditional campaigning and advocacy 
methods such as demonstrations, events, open letters, and media appearances, 
the Pacto pela Democracia initiative leverages from the strength of digital 
communications and social media to reach wider audiences. Its website, 
newsletter, and online mapping initiatives (“Mapa Democracia Sim!” - 

 
22 Interview with Abong staff member, 01/09/2020. 
23 https://www.pactopelademocracia.org.br/organizacoes, visited the 20/06/2022. 

https://www.pactopelademocracia.org.br/organizacoes
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Democracy Yes! Map and “Mapa Eleições Melhores” - Better Elections Map), 
constitute efforts to widen information sharing and increase participation in the 
democratic debate via the digital space that are not unidirectional or simply 
informative. The mapping and database building exercises aim to increase 
participation by citizens (individuals and collectives). Furthermore, by ensuring 
that the shared information comes from trusted sources (through collaborations 
with the media and established academics), the coalition aims to fight 
disinformation using the same tools (websites, social media, email 
communications) that have been deemed responsible for allowing fake news and 
disinformation to flourish in the first place (McCabe and Harris, 2021; Trittin-
Ulbrich et al., 2021).  

Looking closely at the innovation initiatives by both platforms, the centrality 
of collaboration, cocreation, and open innovation becomes evident. Both 
Abong’s Pacto pela Democracia and Rede Solidária are examples of multi-actor and 
collaborative initiatives, based on the principle of cocreation. On the Partos side, 
the Spindle’s approach explicitly recognises the key role of collaboration, 
cocreation, and the importance of connectors in social innovation in its 
inception report, by adopting as theoretical references Geoffrey Mulgan’s 
‘connected difference’ theory for social innovation and Henry Chesbrough’s 
‘open innovation paradigm’ (The Spindle, 2016, p. 5). One of the Partos key 
stakeholders interviewed notes that:  

The Spindle was designed to be sort of a platform, more or less, not totally outside 
Partos, but it was a platform for all kinds of organizations and other people 
interested in involved in innovation in development. So it attracted a large 
community of interested individuals.24 

Partos The Spindle’s the mid-term evaluation highlights three key roles 
played by the initiative: agenda setting, facilitating, and connecting (Blommstein, 
Nele, 2019, pp. 29–30). All these roles entail building on existing relationships 
and/or building new relationships in order to create a community of innovators 
and then support that community, establishing The Spindle’s connector role. 
The initiative involved in its activities social entrepreneurs, larger consultancies 
such as TNO or Accenture, smaller consultancies like Butterfly Works, 
individuals, tech companies, start-ups, other networks of civil society actors such 
as Civicus and RINGO (Reimagining the International NGO), at different times 
and different stages of the process. Although Southern partners of Dutch 
development organisations are mentioned early on as key stakeholders, the end 
term evaluation notes their presence in the innovation processes is more implicit 
that explicit (Blommstein, Nele et al., 2020, p. 38).  

On the other hand, Abong’s experience acting as a convenor (Table 1) of 
civil society organisations is not new. One of the instances where it becomes 
very obvious is when, in the early 2000s, Abong begins hosting the secretariat of 
the World Social Forum (WSF), arguably one of the most important innovations 
in civil society of the 21st century (Santos, 2003) and one in which Abong had a 

 
24 Interview with The Spindle / Partos staff member, 04/22/2021. 
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key role for almost 20 years (Abong, 2022, 2019, 2010)25. Today, interviewees 
working at member level emphasize that Abong’s ability to establish connections 
and reach wider audiences is a sought-after advantage when they reach out about 
developing an initiative together.26 As one of the leaders of the Novos Paradigmas 
project sums up:  

NGOs don’t have, with few exceptions, a lot of money. (…) So you should join 
efforts, not disperse efforts. If you’re organising a seminar, doing a piece of 
research about a specific topic and someone else is too, join efforts, do it together. 
Instead of 40 people [attending one event] and 60 another, you’ll have 100, maybe 
more people.27 

Networking, connecting, seeking collaboration, and pursuing open 
innovation through cocreation with other civil society and innovation actors 
outside the development sector are key interlocution processes in the innovation 
strategies of both Partos and Abong. In the case of Abong, digital tools serve 
three main functions that enable those interlocution processes: information and 
knowledge sharing, collaboration/interaction with members and partners, and 
campaigning. In the context of Partos’ The Spindle, online campaigning does 
not emerge as a key interlocution function to support collaboration and 
cocreation, but online interaction, collaboration, and co-creation with members 
and partners are all common features in its innovation initiatives. The internet 
not only provides more efficient and inexpensive ways to communicate that 
widen the platforms’ audiences (McCabe and Harris, 2021), it also creates the 
potential for new ‘arenas of citizenship’ (Whelan et al., 2013). In fact, in certain 
examples (for example, Abong’s Pacto pela Democracia and Partos’ Shift-The-Power), 
new communities were created with the goal to change the game in a given 
context (towards a deep, participatory democracy in Brasil and changing the 
power balance in Dutch development cooperation). These communities aspire 
to be new ‘arenas of citizenship’ (Whelan et al., 2013), made wider and more 
inclusive by its digital embeddedness.    

Nonetheless, this analysis also unveils some of the challenges of the use of 
digital technologies for civic action and civic innovation that are worth a brief 
mention. First, the Brazilian experience highlights the harm that social media can 
bring to democracy, an issue highlighted by many authors (e.g., Zuboff, 2019). 
How to successfully incorporate the digital world in democratic participation in 
our complex societies is one of the challenges of modern democracies 
(Innerarity, 2020) and Brazil’s political events in the past decade certainly provide 
an extreme example of some of the biggest threats to democracies today: rise of 
extreme-right and aspiring authoritarian leaders, widespread disinformation, and 
polarization of the political debate.  

Second, although it is true that digital communications are now ubiquitous 
and relatively inexpensive for organisations, this is not the same as saying that 

 
25 Interviews with current and former members of Abong’s board, 17/03/2022, 
01/06/2022, and 07/06/2022. 
26 Interviews with Abong’s NGO member staff, 01/06/2022 and 07/06/2022. 
27 Interview with Abong’s NGO member staff, 01/06/2022. 
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digital communications are effortless and allow for instant largescale 
dissemination. One of Abong’s interviewees highlights that the level of 
investment required to make sure the messages reach the intended audience is 
high, given the sheer amount of information already available online.28 

Third and last, the Partos Innovation Festival experience shows that there 
is a need to find a balance between acknowledging the benefits of digital 
innovation and exaggerating its potential impact for social change. As one 
interviewee observed, the hype around digital innovation (online platforms, 
apps, internet of things) is exciting and appealing, but might also contribute to 
excluding other forms of non-digital (and non-technological) innovation that are 
no-less important, such as methodological and advocacy innovations.29 

4.2 Power and politics: To engage or not to engage in the 
politics of social change? 

Partos and Abong’s innovation trajectories unveil different ways to engage in 
the politics of social change, as well as different concerns with power issues.  

Innovation as a political act 

In all of Abong’s innovation initiatives analysed, but also in discussions with key 
informants and Abong members, one thing that becomes obvious is the strong 
political stance that Abong takes towards the different issues it tackles:  

▪ Pacto pela Democracia: this initiative emerges from an urgent need to defend 
radical democracy and the values of the progressive left against the threats 
to democracy brought by the government of Jair Bolsonaro. 

▪ Rede Solidária: far from being a simple response to immediate needs of those 
most affect by the Covid-19 pandemic and its social/economic 
repercussions, this platform becomes a place to defend and campaign for 
the right to free, public healthcare for all and to pressure public authorities 
for bigger investment in public health, pressuring for progressive public 
health.  

▪ Experiências Insurgentes – Consciência e Resistência Negra: underpinning this 
initiative is the idea that racism is a structural problem, engrained in several 
political, institutional, economic, and social practices. Consequently, the 
conversations in this space are not value neutral or apolitical on the subject. 
Ultimately, the development and implementation of anti-racist action within 
Abong itself are ways of prefigurating (embedding) the desired change.  

▪ Novos Paradigmas: the publications developed by the Novos Paradigmas 
project are inspired by the “Buen Vivir” philosophy, which originates in 
indigenous knowledge from Latin America (initially from Ecuador), from 
cultures which have perfected the art of living in harmony with nature 
(Lesbaupin and Cruz, 2019; Solón, 2019). The project takes an anti-capitalist 

 
28 Interview with Abong’s NGO member staff, 01/06/2022. 
29 Interview with Partos’ NGO member staff, 30/10/2021. 
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stance (and not simply an environmental defence perspective), arguing for 
the need to think differently about the principles that govern our lives and 
the need to transform the economic model.  

Abong’s innovation trajectory shows that the platform is very clearly 
pushing a political agenda (situated in the progressive left), which has not always 
been the case. Interviewees observe that in the past the network acted primarily 
as a sector association, enabling, and amplifying the work of its members. 
Although the advocacy role has always been present, the choice in the past was 
to support common but generic causes, which encompassed the many causes 
defended by individual NGO members.30 In a sense, this kept a notion of 
impartiality, bringing the legitimacy seen as necessary to advocate for common 
good causes.  

However, the multiple crises Brazil faces since 2016 – economic, 
environmental, political, and democratic – worked as a catalyst for change within 
Abong, many of its members and other civil society actors. As already noted, 
shrinking civic space is a reality in Brazil; CSOs have lost access to federal 
funding and are accused of environmental crimes by the president himself (G1, 
2019; O Globo Brasil, 2021), in a process Brazilian civil society has labelled ‘civil 
society criminalisation’ (criminalização da sociedade civil, in Portuguese). 
Interviewees note that Abong was one of the organisations leading the anti-
Bolsonaro protests, claiming that Dilma Rousseff’s impeachment was a coup 
and calling for Bolsonaro’s resignation, then later accusing him of genocide due 
to his inaction during the Covid-19 public health crisis (Abong, 2020). Although 
key informants and interviewees note that the organisations that are part of 
Abong are part of a historical tradition of organisations that fought for 
democratic rights during the dictatorship31, the way they are currently positioning 
themselves politically is something new, a reaction to the successive crisis the 
country is going through, fuelled by a sense of urgency. One interviewee notes 
that:  

Organizations feel the desire to take a stand and say which side they support. (…) 
I think we are going through an emergency of choices, under risk of extinction. It 
is real. This is something real, so we have to take advantage of that space. We are 
not going to keep waiting for space for a third way, right?32 

 

On the other hand, independence is hailed by Partos as a key guiding 
principle that allows the platform to bring its diverse membership together on 
“coalitions of the willing and of commitment”, in the words if one of its 
interviewees.  The platform’s membership-base is much more diverse than 

 
30 Interviews with Abong’s NGO member staff and board members, 17/03/2022, 
01/06/2022, and 07/06/2022, as well as other key informants, 24/05/2022 and 
01/06/2022. 
31 Interviews with Abong’s NGO member staff and board members, 17/03/2022, 
01/06/2022, and 07/06/2022, as well as other key informants, 24/05/2022 and 
01/06/2022. 
32 Interview with Abong’s NGO member staff, 07/06/2022. 
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Abong’s: Partos member organisations work in a variety of topics, from health 
to education, democracy and human rights, agriculture, conservation and 
environmental protection, among many others. While some are more technical 
organisations, dedicated to service provision, others focus on campaigning and 
advocacy. What brings these organisations together is the fact that they work in 
the framework of international development cooperation (i.e., international aid) 
and the vast majority of them receive funding from the Dutch government to 
carry out interventions in developing countries.  

In fact, Partos origins and evolution, as well as its innovation program, 
cannot be dissociated from the downwards trajectory of Dutch government 
funding for NGOs, as observed in subsection 3.1. In addition, although the 
investment in innovation means a new funding source for Partos (in addition to 
membership fees), the platform’s financial resources remain in the realm in 
Dutch official development assistance: The Spindle’s funding source is still the 
MoFA. Furthermore, the very support of Partos members for a collaborative 
innovation program comes partially, as one interviewee observes, by a push by 
the Dutch MoFA (and seen in other OECD-DAC donors) for organisations to 
submit proposals together, in an effort to reduce fragmentation and reduce the 
administrative costs of managing a large number of projects: 

… there was more of an interest to work together in learning and innovation 
programs because of it, because they [were] already working together more than 
they used to and also because it was important to get a profile within the sector.  
(…) So there's this community of NGOs that we hosted, where it was important 
or wise to show yourself and what you're doing and how you're doing it, and also 
show how you are doing something unique or innovative to promote yourself as a 
partner for the next round of partnerships. So it isn't competition, I think, between 
NGOs, but also competition for partnership and collaboration.33 

Given its vulnerable dependency on government funding, it is not 
surprising that Partos chooses to present itself as ‘apolitical’ (in the sense that it 
does not align with specific positions on the political spectrum). In fact, 
independence is hailed by Partos as a key guiding principle that allows it to act 
on “coalition of the willing and of commitment”34. Nonetheless, that same 
vulnerable dependency on government funding raises questions about the ability 
of the organisation to be independent (Banks et al., 2015) and the choice to 
remain apolitical might be more conducive to solutionism and technocratic 
views of development than to engaging on a critical debate about alternative 
development models.  

The two innovation trajectories thus show very different levels of 
engagement with the politics of social change, which were already noticeable in 
the change spectra that frame the various initiatives. While some of Abong’s 
initiatives aim towards a game change in political and socioeconomic systems (Table 3, 
Appendices), Partos game changing initiatives are primarily directed at the Dutch 
development cooperation system, especially the development NGO subsystem (Table 

 
33 Interview with The Spindle / Partos staff, 04/11/2022. 
34 Interview with The Spindle / Partos staff, 13/10/2022. 
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2, Appendices). The Partos innovations which consider wider socioeconomic 
contexts aim towards changing the rules of the existing game (Trickle Up, Leave No 
One Behind). Interest for certain topics explored in The Spindle’s innovation 
labs and trajectories are also directly influenced by the Dutch MoFA’s role as 
the principal revenue source of Dutch development NGOs (e.g. Efficiency Lab 
and ‘Gender? Whoops!’).  

Dealing with power through innovation 

In the innovation narratives of both platforms, ‘power’ is an inescapable 
concept. However, the power issues raised in the two trajectories are 
substantially different, reflecting different tensions in development cooperation 
and global development, which manifest differently according to where an 
organisation is located (Global North vs Global South).  

At Partos, the “Shift-The-Power” debate is situated within the development 
cooperation field and focuses on the hierarchies and unequal relationships 
between its different actors: specifically, those between NGOs located in the 
global north and in the global south. In line with the ongoing debate made more 
visible by the #ShiftThePower movement (Doane, 2019; Hodgson and Knight, 
2019), shifting the power (in favour of southern development partners) is seen 
as an innovation needed to reform the development cooperation system and 
make it ‘future fit’ (Kapazoglou and Goris, 2021; The Spindle et al., 2018).  

On the other hand, within Abong, the power debate surfaces in different 
forms. In initiatives such as Novos Paradigmas and its Bank of Alternative 
Practices35, which looks at local practices (by grassroots organisations, individual 
citizens, local governments, NGOs) across Brazil that provide alternatives to the 
mainstream development model, and which seek inspiration from the 
indigenous knowledge inspired Buen Vivir philosophy. Behind the idea is the 
need to empower local citizens and communities who are challenging established 
models (visible power). Similarly, Abong’s anti-racist actions aim to empower 
groups that suffer from structural discrimination and segregation, recognising 
that a hidden power narrative still stops non-white people from being on equal 
opportunity grounds, even if their rights are inscribed in the law. As part of that 
trajectory, one of the interviewees observes that Abong recognised the 
‘whiteness’ and privilege of the organisation itself and started changing it 
through affirmative action36. Finally, Abong’s efforts to fight the threats to 
democracy in Brazil, for example through the Pacto pela Democracia, reinforce the 
need for civil society organisations to fight the coercive power of the state, 
defend human rights, and deepen democracy. All these power narratives engage 
primarily with Abong’s external environment and wider social, economic, and 
environmental crises, although the anti-racist affirmative actions that are 
embedding change within Abong itself are a recognition of the fact that power 
struggles also exist within the organisational field.  

 
35 https://www.novosparadigmas.org.br/, accessed 1/08/2022.  
36 Interview with Abong’s NGO member staff, 07/06/2022. 

https://www.novosparadigmas.org.br/
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Context and history as drivers of engagement in social change 

Power and politics are indissociable from debates on international development 
and innovation. As such, it is not surprising that issues of power and politics are 
present in the innovation narratives, practices, and trajectories of Partos and 
Abong, albeit in very different ways. These differences reflect the different local 
contexts and histories of Partos and Abong (and their members), and thus tell 
different stories about how the two platforms are engaging with social change.  

Since Partos’ innovation activities and initiatives are framed primarily within 
the Dutch development cooperation system, which is also its main source of 
funding, the way the organisation engages in power debates (Shift-The-Power) 
revolves around issues of North-South hierarchies directly linked to the unequal 
power nature of the donor-recipient relationship. Likewise, Partos’ membership 
diversity might help explain the organisation’s strive for political independence 
in its position, aided by Partos and its members’ high-level of dependency on 
Dutch government funding and its changing agendas. In Abong’s case, the 
history of civil society in Brazil and the origins of Abong’s members in the fight 
against dictatorship in Brazil, then later the very establishment of Abong in the 
context of Rio’s Earth Summit, help shape Abong’s conscience as a political 
actor on its own right. Brazil’s recent political and democratic crisis have 
radicalized the organisation’s political positions and the way Abong engages with 
political debate, openly opposing Bolsonaro’s government while fighting for 
deeper democratic engagement by all citizens. Likewise, the power debates 
uncovered by Abong’s innovation narratives and practices aim to empower 
those that are currently marginalised and excluded from development debates, 
democratic participation, and generally have their rights restricted, reflecting the 
many power asymmetries within Brazilian society.  

4.3 Covid-19 as an accelerator of digitalisation and a 
catalyst for innovation  

A final trend worth highlighting is the impact of Covid-19 on Partos and 
Abong’s innovation trajectories. As in many other areas of human activity and 
in development cooperation itself (OECD, 2021; Kudyba, 2020), the Covid-19 
pandemic worked as an accelerator of the digital journeys of the two platforms. 
Due to lockdown rules and travel constraints, both organisations increased the 
use of digital tools to communicate, both internally and externally. Partos moved 
one of The Spindle’s signature events online, the Partos Innovation Festival, in 
2020 and 2021, when in-person gatherings were not possible, thus 
experimenting with different formats to engage with festival participants and 
reaching wider audiences. Abong increased the number of online events it 
organised, in particular for Brazilian audiences, which one interviewee noted was 
a good way to have more inclusive discussions, as those in the peripheries and 
rural areas of a country as large as Brazil were now able to attend.37  

 
37 Interview with Abong’s staff, 01/09/2022. 
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Additionally, apart from contributing to the organisations’ digital 
transformation, the Covid-19 pandemic was also a catalyst of innovation for 
Abong. The platform developed at least two initiatives to respond to the 
socioeconomic challenges caused by the pandemic: Rede Solidária and Balaio de 
Cuidados (Table 3, Appendices). While Balaio de Cuidados speaks to Abong’s core 
responsibility and duty towards its membership base, by providing mental health 
and psychological support to NGO staff during a difficult period, Rede Solidária 
puts Abong in unknown territory. Abong’s members are organisations that work 
in the human rights and democracy field, rarely entering the field of social and 
emergency assistance. Nonetheless, as Brazil faced some of the worst pandemic 
waves in the world in 2020 and 2021 (Burki, 2021; Fernandes et al., 2020), 
worsened by government inaction, organisations decided to act by providing 
immediate support to the most vulnerable, those who were dealing with the 
disease, and those who had lost jobs and income (Osborn, 2020). As an online 
resource, the Rede Solidária provided necessary coordination support, allowed 
direct donations, and linked the response on the ground to campaigns calling for 
government action on the universal right to vaccination and support to the 
national healthcare system (as described in subsection 4.1.1). A key stakeholder 
notes how this capacity to respond quickly to changing scenarios is an important 
feature of Abong: 

Right, one of Abong’s important features is the fact that it is constantly analysing 
current scenarios, and, with that scenario analysis, we keep adjusting. When the 
pandemic happened, we saw that the reality had become complex and that we 
had to act in the moment, do things we had never done before. Among these 
things were emergency support, cash transfers, things many of us started doing 
and that we had never done before.38 

It seems therefore that the Covid-19 crisis was a stronger catalyst of 
innovation initiatives for Abong than for Partos. Nonetheless, it was an 
accelerator of digital innovation for both organisations.  

5 Conclusion: Navigating uncertainty and change using 
innovation 

In today’s era of global uncertainty and digital interconnectedness, innovation 
has emerged as a key narrative in international development cooperation 
(Klingebiel et al., 2020; Ramalingam and Bound, 2016; Silva, 2021), a sub-system 
of international relations undergoing important changes (Gore, 2013b; Sumner 
et al., 2020). The present paper used a civic innovation approach and qualitative 
(interpretative) methods to analyse the innovation trajectories of two national 
platforms of development NGOs, one based in the Netherlands (Partos) and 
one based in Brazil (Abong). The goal was to answer the following questions: 
first, ‘how do innovation discourses affect and are affected by changes in 
development cooperation?’; and second, ‘what do innovation practices tell us 

 
38 Interview with Abong’s board member, 17/03/2022. 
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about the interlocutor role of national NGO platforms?’. Bearing in mind 
contextual, historical, and organisational differences between the two 
organisations and their relationships with each country’s civil society (section 3), 
the analysis unveiled similarities and differences (section 4) which shed light on 
wider trends of change in development cooperation, organisational change 
trajectories, and the platforms’ potential roles as interlocutors of civic innovation. 
In this final section, we conclude the paper with a reflection on the results and 
their relevance for similar development actors and social change in general.  

In the two cases, it is difficult to say that innovation trajectories and 
discourses are part of a wider agenda in development cooperation or even a 
response to the global development agendas such as the MDGs or SDGs, as 
portrayed by western donors, UN agencies, and international NGOs (e.g., IDIA, 
2015; OECD, 2020; Silva, 2021; UNDP, 2016). The contradictions of 
development and its hierarchies (donor/recipient, North/South) and those of 
NGOs working in development, who find themselves between civil society, 
technical assistance, and service provision, are visible throughout the analysis. 
On the case of Partos, the challenges of the organisation and its members are 
kept very much within the realm of Dutch development aid, i.e. a reaction to 
changing aid policies and a reduction in funding available for development 
NGOs  – even in a context where development cooperation is increasingly 
questioned and urged to change as a consequence of wider global changes (Gore, 
2013b; Mawdsley et al., 2018; Sumner et al., 2020). This positioning stifles the 
potential for game changing social change of its innovation initiatives, which 
might limit the opportunity to truly ‘open up’ the sector (one of Partos main 
stated goals via its innovation program The Spindle). On the other hand, Abong 
and its members face threats to their existence that relate to wider threats to 
Brazilian democracy (which threaten the very existence of CSOs and their 
capacity to act), the well-being of Brazilian citizens, and environmental 
protection. Although changing donor priorities have affected and continue to 
affect the funding available to Brazilian CSOs, that issue remains in the 
background and is not one of the crises Abong is responding to via its innovation 
initiatives.  

Nonetheless, the distinction found in the literature between inwards and 
outwards innovation directionality in international development (Bloom and 
Faulkner, 2016), e.g. directed at the development cooperation sector vs directed 
at the problems of developing countries and its vulnerable communities, is still 
useful to better understand the change spectrum of the different innovation 
initiatives identified (Tables 2 and 3, respectively in Annexes 1 and 2). For Partos 
and Abong, innovations – in both cases seen as new practices implemented by 
the organisation with a social change goal in mind – are first and foremost a 
reaction to a specific context, challenge or crisis faced by the organisation, its 
members, the sector in which it operates, and/or society at large. For example, 
Partos developed its innovation program, The Spindle, to take advantage of a 
window of opportunity at a moment when membership funding dropped, 
leaving the platform in a difficult financial situation. The Spindle’s innovation 
initiatives analysed in this paper were usually framed within the very Dutch 
development cooperation system where Partos acts, which is generally the object 
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of the game changing (and most rule changing) goals defined by those 
innovations– inwards (sector-wide) innovation is therefore more common than 
outwards (tackling wider social issues) innovation. For Abong, innovations are 
primarily a reaction to the many crises Brazil has faced over the past ten years: 
political, democratic, environmental, health (Covid-19 pandemic). In this case, 
change goals (whether game changing or rule changing) are directed at different 
social, economic, and political issues faced either by Abong, its members and 
other CSOs, or by vulnerable/excluded communities or society at large – we can 
thus find a balance between inwards and outwards innovation.  

The results of the present research show that interlocution processes and 
roles are key to the innovation initiatives developed by both organisations. In 
fact, collaboration and cocreation are similar features in Partos and Abong’s 
innovation discourses and practices. The digital revolution and the ubiquitous 
nature of the internet and mobile communications, which make 
communications cheaper, more efficient, and able to reach different and wider 
audiences (Hanelt et al., 2021; McCabe and Harris, 2021; Verhoef et al., 2021), 
spurs connections with new and existing partners through open innovation 
practices. Nevertheless, Partos and Abong play different interlocutor roles and 
show different interlocutor qualities (Table 1) throughout their innovation 
trajectories.  

On the one hand, collaborative and cocreation initiatives such as Banco de 
Práticas Alternativas and Rede Solidária are examples of innovation trajectories 
where Abong plays a convenor role, using its continued presence to bring together 
different actants in a trusted space to accomplish a common purpose. In Pacto 
pela Democracia, Balaio de Cuidados, and Experiências Insurgentes – Consciência e 
Resistência Negra the platform takes instead a leading role initiating change, while 
always working as part of a collective, thus assuming an activator role and acting 
as a change actor in its own right. On the other hand, in the case of Partos, our 
analysis shows that The Spindle’s main role is that of a broker – during the five 
years of the program, it established itself as a trusted mediator between Partos 
members and other development and innovation actors, helping establish 
connections and build partnerships. Nonetheless, in some of the innovation 
trajectories within The Spindle (such as The Future Exploration and Shift-The-
Power), Partos takes on a role that is closer to that of an orchestrator, with elements 
of a change agent. Building on its recognized authority as a sector association, 
Partos identifies, through The Spindle, relevant issues in development 
cooperation that require action by Dutch development NGOs. 

In both cases, innovation is not a solution, but a reaction to a challenge, a 
crisis, or an opportunity. It is less an agenda (or a consequence of a development 
agenda) than a means to pursue social change. Partos and Abong are two 
organisations with similar structures and scopes (national umbrella organisations 
for development NGOs), but their innovation trajectories show surprisingly few 
similarities in terms of approaches, issues tackled, and topics addressed. This 
disconnection is surely related to context and history but is also symptomatic of 
the fundamental differences between development actors (even those of a 
similar type) in the Global North and in the Global South, who (apart from 
responding to different context-related incentives) might hold different views of 



32 

 

development, its shortcomings, and potential answers to mainstream approaches 
(cf. Biekart and Fowler, 2022). Finally, our analysis shows us that innovation 
motivations, discourses, and practices are always political, much like 
development theory and practice. In both cases, innovation trajectories 
represent a specific positioning of each organisation in relation to national 
governments, other northern and southern civil society actors, and conceptions 
of development. Moving forward in reforming the international development 
cooperation sector, if northern and southern NGOs aim to work effectively 
together, they must openly recognise these differences before they build 
common ground for consensus. 
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Appendices 

TABLE 2 

Partos’ innovation initiatives and their interlocutor trajectories 

Interlocutor Initiative*  The ‘Conversation’ Power space Change spectrum Interlocution/Trajectory 

Partos Innovation Awards Open space for innovation in the 
development cooperation sector, 
particularly for development NGOs. 

Open/Instigated - Originally 
initiated by Partos staff, namely 
its executive director 

Towards a game change in how innovation 
is seen in the development sector and 
practiced by its non-governmental actors 
(mainly Partos members) 

Organisation of an annual event to 
showcase innovation in development NGOs 
(mainly Dutch, but across the world). 

The Leave No One Behind 

Platform 

To develop, share, and promote 
knowledge, innovative solutions and 
policies that contribute to ending 
poverty and exclusion. 

Open/invited - Originally initiated 
by Partos members  

Rule change by integrating pro-poor 
policies and practices in the work of 
development organisations and other 
actors (government, private sector, 
development agencies, and NGOs) 

Knowledge sharing activities (community of 
practice, knowledge sharing platform, 
meetings, and events), broker role to support 
innovation development and advisory role for 
other actors involved. 

The Future Exploration Help make international 
development stakeholders more 
resilient and adequately flexible 
towards the future. 

Open/Instigated - Originally 
initiated by Partos staff  

Towards a game change in how the Dutch 
development cooperation sector functions.  

Foresight to identify areas where 
development cooperation should change 
considering future scenarios and 
dissemination of conclusions among Partos 
members, Dutch MoFA and other actors.  

Trickle Up Explore alternative approaches to 
the classical “trickle down” 
economics, focusing on the needs of 
the poorest and most vulnerable 
groups in the first place.   

Open/invited - Originally initiated 
by Partos members 

Rule change by making public policy in 
different areas actively pro-poor.  

Research driven publication, development of 
guiding principles and lobby efforts to 
integrate said principles on Dutch 
development and national policies.  

 

Gender? Whoops! The goal of this trajectory was to 
make Strategic Partnerships 
between Partos members and the 
Dutch Government (MoFA) 
successful at including gender in 
their ways of working. 

Open/invited - Initiated by MoFA 
officials and Partos members  

Rule change by mainstreaming gender in 
partnerships between Dutch NGOs and 
the Dutch government. 

Facilitation of learning group with different 
actors, training on gender in lobbying and 
advocacy, and facilitation of a social norms 
innovation lab. 

 

Shift-The-Power To analyse and start a discussion on 
the complexity of power in 
development partnerships, 
identifying the opportunities and 
blockages to shift the power in them.  

Open/Instigated - Originally 
initiated by Partos members, 
staff, and an external partner 

Towards a game change in how 
organisations deal with power imbalances 
in development practice. 

Facilitation to identify challenges and 
opportunities, research driven publication, 
establishment of a regular space to 
exchange experiences and learn, facilitation 
of social innovation lab with members and 
external parties. 

*  From the Spindle programme 
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TABLE 3 

Abong's innovation initiatives and their interlocution trajectories 

Initiative The ‘Conversation’ Power space Change spectrum Interlocution/Trajectory 

Banco de Práticas 
Alternativas (Alternative 
Practices Bank) 

To disseminate knowledge about 
experiences, social practices, and 
projects by grassroots groups, social 
movements, and organisations that are 
exploring alternatives to our current 
capitalist way of life and modes of 
production and consumption.  

Instigated by one of Abong’s 
members (Iser Assessoria) 

Towards a game change in the 
economic order  

Facilitation through the creation of a 
collaborative digital platform, knowledge 
sharing and debate through in-person and 
digital activities.  

Pacto pela Democracia 
(Pact for Democracy) 

To defend and improve democratic life 
in Brazil, rescue and deepen 
democratic practices and values, and 
to provide a path to overcome the 
political crisis in the country. 

Instigated by a group of civil 
society organisations 

Towards a game change in Brazilian 
democracy, increasing citizen 
participation, and preventing 
authoritarian shifts. 

Knowledge sharing and active promotion of 
citizen participation through digital means 
and offline/online events.  

 

Rede Solidária (Solidarity 
Network) 

Initially, to provide urgent support to 
those most affected by the public 
health, social, and economic crisis 
caused by the Covid-19 pandemic in 
Brazil. Later, to advocate for the 
universal right to receive a Covid-19 
vaccine and to pressure the Brazilian 
government to invest in the national 
health system.    

Instigated by Abong members 
and partners 

Rule change to include the poorest and 
more vulnerable in public policies to 
fight Covid-19 and its impacts. 

Facilitation through an online platform to 
collect donations, map and coordinate civil 
society initiatives and campaigning 
(online/offline) for public health action.  

 

 

Balaio de Cuidados 
(Care Basket) 

To provide mental health support to 
staff working in civil society 
organisations during the height of the 
Covid-19 pandemic.  

Instigated by Abong staff Rule change to include mental support 
in the regular support activities of an 
organisation like Abong.  

Facilitation via online group meetings 
guided by a mental health professional.  

Experiências 
Insurgentes – 
Consciência e 
Resistência Negra 

(Insurgent Experiences –
Black Consciousness and 
Resistance) 

To encourage and deepen debate 
about racial discrimination and develop 
anti-racist actions.  

 

Instigated by one of Abong’s 
members  

Towards a game change, eliminating 
racism in Brazilian CSOs. 

Through the (mostly online) promotion of 
CSOs doing antiracist work, organisation of 
debates, and development of a guide to 
support CSOs in this process.  

 

 


