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DEFINING “ICSO GOVERNANCE” 
 

We use the term “Civil Society Organisations” or “CSOs” to describe organisations which 
are also often called “Non-Governmental-” or “Non-Profit Organisations”. We do so from 
the belief that describing our community as something it is not, i.e. government or for 
profit, does not do justice to our values and the importance of our work.  
 
“International Civil Society Organisations” or “ICSOs” describes international 
organisations like Amnesty International, Oxfam, Transparency International, World 
Vision and WWF which have national affiliates in a number of countries around the globe. 
The governance of these organisations is at the centre of this paper. 
 
We use the term “governance” in this paper to describe the top levels of ICSOs’ global 
decision making which usually consists of a Global Assembly, Annual General Meeting or 
Members’ Meeting as the highest decision making body and an International Board which 
takes care of governance in a more frequent way. We differentiate between “governance” 
and “executive” levels with the global CEO, Secretary General or Executive Director 
being the most senior person at the executive level.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

Given the increasing speed of global change and the opportunities and threats which are 
arising, international civil society organisations (ICSOs) need to develop more effective 
global decision making. To achieve the required break through they should revise their 
global governance more courageously and more consistently. In addition to looking 
inside their organisation and learning from past mistakes they should look more keenly at 
the outside world and its future demands. And rather than implementing a series of 
problem solving but often unrelated changes over the years they should develop and 
agree on a governance vision for their organisation and make sure each step of the 
reform is organically embedded in that vision. 
 
Looking at governance requirements of the next ten years the paper identifies:   

 key elements of a credible and legitimate governance vision, 

 the importance of organisational culture as a basis for effective governance, 

 the decisive role people play in governing,  

 alternative governance structures for the needs of different ICSOs, 

 processes of “good governance” which should be upheld in any system. 
 

Each organisation needs to develop its own governance approach, governance vision 
and governance model.  But, while tailor made solutions are required, the steps to get 
there are similar for many ICSOs. This text offers advice, specifically to Chairs and 
Members of International Boards, to international CEOs and to all those who are involved 
in making ICSO governance work in practical terms. It offers help in devising an effective 
governance approach for your organisation.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 

When asked about their main challenges, Chairs of ICSOs consistently put their 
organisations’ global governance structures and processes at the top of the list. In their 
daily work the Chairs are confronted with the limits of a traditional governance set-up:  

- dominated by national affiliates but increasingly challenged by the need for global 
decisions and their implementation;  

- shaped by Northern / Western countries and cultures while the emerging powers in 
a multi-polar world are located in the South / East;  

- serving one specific mission focused on development or environment or human 
rights, while the interdependence of challenges and the need for integrated 
solutions becomes more and more obvious;  

- caught up in the conflict between democratic and participatory decision making on 
one side and the need for quick and consistent decisions on the other. 

 

At the explicit request of global Chairs, the Berlin Civil Society Center focused several of 
its high level meetings on the topic of ICSOs’ global governance. In addition the Center 
provided specific governance advice to a number of the leading ICSOs. With its first 
annual project, the Global Governance Project, the Center wants to, review its 
experience together with key governance experts and draw a number of conclusions 
which may guide future governance reforms. 
  
The Project was lead by a Governance Working Group consisting of six experts1: three 
from civil society, two from academia and one from business. This group has tried to take 
a fresh look at ICSOs’ global governance. Instead of aiming to remedy the shortcomings 
of existing governance approaches the group asked:  

- What are the major challenges and opportunities ICSOs will be facing in the next 
ten years? 

- What form of governance would optimally enable ICSOs to tackle the challenges 
and explore the opportunities? 

- And how might ICSO leaders best conduct the in depth governance changes which 
are required? 

 
With the help of a web based Discussion Forum and a two-day Workshop2 the 
Governance Working Group managed to bring together the governance experience and 
know-how of over 30 experts from academia, business and – predominantly – from our 
sector. The findings of this joint effort are designed to serve Board Members, Chairs and 
CEOs as guidance for how to undertake future governance reforms in a more strategic 
and effective way.  
 
We do not expect any of the proposals, nor the four governance models we developed, 
to exactly meet the needs of a specific ICSO. Each organisation needs to design its own 
path to more successful governance. This will result in the emergence of individual 
governance models (possibly hybrids of the ones we propose), specific sequences of the 
different steps to reform, different foci and varying dynamics in implementing the reform. 
The main message of the Global Governance Project is “ICSOs need to develop a more 
strategic approach to governing. They need to have their own governance vision which 
guides their future governance reforms.” We hope that the work we have done can serve 

                                            
1
 The members of the Working Group are listed on page 2 

2
 The participants of the Discussion Forum and the Workshop are listed on page 2 
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as guidance and encouragement to take a more strategic approach when developing 
effective governance to carry ICSOs into a demanding future. 
 
 

II. ICSO GOVERNANCE IN A FAST CHANGING WORLD 
 

Many of the leading ICSOs were founded at a time when the global dimension of their 
work was negligible: most were raising funds in a number of countries in the global North 
to support activities in the global South; decisions were usually of a “bi-polar” nature: the 
interests of the donor and the interests of the recipient had to be matched. Climate 
change was not yet on the agenda, poverty was considered a local challenge limited to 
the global South, diseases did not travel too fast, nor did information. Decision making 
rarely happened under great time pressure and practically all key decisions were taken at 
a national level, usually in the North. In such a world ICSOs did not put much thought into 
the set-up of their global governance. Most ICSOs consisted of a number of loosely 
connected and mostly well governed national organisations which felt they needed no – 
or, at best, very rudimentary – global governance. In the 1980s this started to change 
and today nearly all ICSOs have global governance structures with some decision 
making power at the global level. But while change has been forthcoming, it did not 
develop at a speed commensurate to the changes in the outside world.  
 
Effective global governance strengthens ICSOs’ influence at the global level 
 

Today most ICSOs are still governed in a system largely based on the consensus of a – 
larger or smaller – number of national affiliates. Such a system no longer provides an 
optimal basis for effective, legitimate and fully accountable global decision making. Here 
are some of the reasons why:  
 

The representatives of national affiliates are first and foremost responsible to their 
own national governance structures; as a consequence they tend to focus on 
complying with their organisations’ national interests; this often leads to decisions 
which reflect the lowest common denominator among the different national affiliates 
rather than optimally fulfilling the global needs of the ICSO. 
 

The composition of Global Boards often reflects ICSOs’ Northern history and 
fundraising dependence: the vast majority of Board Members usually come from 
Northern countries; in a world where power is shifting rapidly to the newly emerging 
economies, predominantly in Asia, a Global Board consisting mostly of European and 
North American Members raises questions of global competency; by failing to secure 
inclusion and diversity such a Board does not provide a strong basis for global 
accountability and legitimacy.  
 

In global governance the most powerful national affiliates often hold an – explicit or 
implicit – veto right, which can prevent essential global decisions from being taken or 
can delay them indefinitely. 
 

The need for consensus in a system based on the voluntary pooling of nationally held 
powers leads to delays as the finding of compromises between the different affiliates 
can take a lot of time. 
 

And once a global decision has been taken, it is far from certain that it will be 
implemented accordingly: the ICSO history book is full of examples where the 
leaders of national affiliates, in their role as Board Members of the global 
organisation, have made decisions whose implementation they subsequently refused 
to resource. As Global Board Members they have been good global governors by 
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taking the decision and, once back home, they are good national stalwarts by 
refusing to finance its implementation. 

 
The single most important step in making ICSOs the influential global players they should 
be is improving their global governance. Decision making which prioritises individual 
national (usually Northern) interests over global ones, which takes too long or does not 
take place at all, which is implemented inconsistently or not at all, hampers ICSOs’ global 
influence. This is becoming increasingly problematic in a world which needs CSOs’ 
effective contribution to global leadership. 
 
Effective global governance pre-empts challenges and captures opportunities 
 

Ineffective global governance is not only diminishing ICSOs’ global influence it even 
threatens their continued relevance and future success. The world in which ICSOs have 
to fulfil their missions is changing quickly and profoundly. In the corporate sector some 
companies have been experiencing disruptive changes quite painfully:  Kodak, for 
example, built one of the first digital cameras but was still unable to react to the 
emergence of digital photography replacing film and to smartphones replacing cameras. 
This widely admired company with one of the most valuable brands recently filed for 
bankruptcy. Its strongest competitor, Fuji, meanwhile, found new sources of revenue and 
has fared much better. Disruptive changes of a similar calibre, which may affect ICSOs, 
are becoming more likely and it is far from certain that in a decade or two all of today’s 
leading ICSOs will still be important actors. However, disruptive change also holds 
immense opportunities for those who are willing and able to pre-empt and manage future 
challenges and opportunities. Some of the potential sources of disruptive change in our 
sector are: 3 
 
Competition from business: The “business” model of many ISCOs is based on service 
delivery in areas such as health, education, child care, housing, food supply, 
humanitarian intervention and many others. Increasingly governments and other donors 
providing the funds are running competitive tenders in order to find the cheapest supplier 
of services. And increasingly companies are competing with ICSOs, sometimes providing 
cheaper services despite making a profit.  
THREAT: Will business take over most of the services which today are the backbone of 
many ICSOs? 
OPPORTUNITY: Will ICSOs prevail by becoming much more efficient and competitive? 
 

Disintermediation: One of the key roles of many ICSOs is to be the intermediary between 
many individual donors, usually in the global North, and groups of recipients in the global 
South. With the advance of virtual ICSOs, donors and recipients can get together through 
the internet with minimal interference from the ICSO. At the same time most of the costs 
of intermediation disappear: rather than deducting a significant amount for overheads 
such as fundraising, communication, administration, monitoring and evaluation, etc the 
virtual ICSO charges a minimal contribution or none at all. 
THREAT: Will donors provide their funds directly to the recipient thus saving a significant 
percentage of their total costs? 
OPPORTUNITY: Will ICSOs use the loss of their role as intermediate donor to overcome 
paternalism and engage in egalitarian partnership with organisations in the Global South, 
thus increasing their political legitimacy and effectiveness? 
 

                                            
3
 The following text on potential sources of disruptive change is an excerpt from a concept note for the 

Berlin Civil Society Center’s 2013 project “Disruptive Change Ahead?” 
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The end of charity: With the rise of Asia very different concepts of human solidarity have 
appeared on the global stage. ICSOs with roots in Asia such as Grameen or BRAC are 
not based on the traditional concept of charity; nor are the South-South development 
approaches of the emerging economies China, India and Brazil. Their projects usually 
have a business foundation with a clear expectation of mutual give and take between the 
different parties. Often they entail a more realistic assessment of the self-interest of the 
different participants and thus have a better chance of achieving sustainability. 
THREAT: Will “charities” rooted in the European tradition be replaced by more business 
minded ICSOs? 
OPPORTUNITY: Will ICSOs be able to take a more open approach towards their self-
interest allowing for more honest and transparent partnerships? 
 

New forms of social activism: ICSOs usually draw a clear line between those who are 
part of the organisation (members, affiliates, supporters, activists) and those who are not 
(everybody else), and they have established thresholds (such as filling in forms, paying 
membership fees, complying with rules and regulations etc.) between the ones who are 
“in” and the ones who are “out”. This no longer meets the expectations of many younger 
people who may commit to a specific, time limited activity and move on once the activity 
has been completed, rather than committing to one organisation. Internet-based, often 
spontaneous, citizens movements may be the basis for social activism in the future. 
THREAT: Will ICSOs lose most of their activists to more open movements and 
platforms?  
OPPORTUNITY: Will ICSOs be able to open up to a much wider constituency thus 
extending their power base and influence? 
 
Not all of these changes may occur; some may happen without really affecting the way in 
which ICSOs work; and other very disruptive developments may arise which we are still 
totally unaware of. But whatever they are, it seems certain that major changes will occur, 
that they will happen fast and that they will require quick and effective global replies. 
Once these changes occur ICSOs which are unprepared and unable or unwilling to 
change may fade away while others which are well prepared and able to adapt to 
changing demands may thrive and become much more effective promoters of their 
mission. Whether ICSOs will be able to successfully navigate the changes ahead very 
much depends on whether they will have established far sighted and fully empowered 
global governance, a governance which will pre-empt avoidable challenges and capture 
opportunities, prepare their organisations well for these and make decisions quickly and 
effectively as and when this becomes necessary. 
 
Successful governance reform goes beyond analysing the failures of the past 
 

Against this background it is not surprising that many global Chairs and CEOs see the 
shortcomings of their organisations’ global governance as a major challenge and are 
focussing on governance reform. Over the last 15 to 20 years many ICSOs have 
attempted some form of governance review every three to five years. However, many of 
these reviews and reforms have brought limited relief. Reforms are usually driven by the 
question “what is not working well in our existing governance?” This approach is 
problematic under various aspects:  
 

Firstly it leads organisations to focus on the past. They usually look back on the failings 
of the last few years and try to fix these against the current needs of their organisation. If 
they are successful in doing this they will have brought their organisation in line with 
today’s requirements but they are still not prepared for tomorrow’s. But as many efforts of 
governance reform – because of internal resistance from many parts – deliver much 
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smaller change than originally intended, they end up at the level of yesterday’s 
requirements instead. This has lead to a considerable and still growing gap between the 
demands of a dynamic globalisation in the outside world and a continued dominance of 
national interests in ICSOs’ governance. 
 

Secondly it leads ICSOs to look at the internal workings of their organisation rather than 
at the outside world’s demands. Being large and being old, two characteristics of most 
ICSOs, often produces strong incentives to focus on the organisation’s internal problems 
rather than on its external tasks. Focussing inside the organisation distorts the 
assessment of progress: while in its self-perception the organisation may have advanced 
it may still be trailing external developments by a large margin.  
 

And thirdly, over the years, it leads to a series of unrelated governance reforms, each 
addressing a specific shortcoming without securing consistency between the different 
changes. Such an approach lacks strategic direction: changes are not well aligned and 
sometimes even contradict each other.  Governance reform turns in circles, trapped in 
the existing distribution of roles and responsibilities, status and power.   
 
In addition ICSOs tend to avoid the issue of “allocation of power” when looking for 
reasons why their governance doesn’t work well. All too often, striving for their mission 
means that ICSOs have to oppose those who hold power: governments and business. 
Therefore power is something they deeply distrust. And while power very much exists in 
ICSOs it is rarely mentioned; we usually only talk about “roles and responsibilities” but 
not about the power which needs to be attached in order to make sure roles and 
responsibilities can be fulfilled. The fact that ICSOs try to avoid looking at power in their 
own ranks is another reason why governance reforms can fail: ICSOs revise structures, 
establish new processes, reallocate roles and responsibilities but do not address the 
distribution of power. For example, if we look at the governance structures of some of 
those ICSOs which have one or two very large national affiliates that hold 50% or more of 
the resources of the organisation, the systematic avoidance of the power question 
becomes obvious: neither structure nor processes reflect the special power these 
affiliates hold. Usually a “one organisation = one vote“ principle governs, giving the 
impression of power being equally shared among the affiliates. But when power is 
ignored at the governance level it often resurfaces at the executive level: as the largest 
affiliates usually control a significant part of the fundraising and/or programme 
implementation capacity they can – and often do – refuse to implement global 
governance decisions. Governance reforms, which do not properly take into account the 
existing distribution of power, are based on wishful thinking rather than on hard facts.  
 
If ICSOs want to be more successful in their governance reforms a more strategic 
approach is required. 
 
 

III. TAKING A MORE STRATEGIC APPROACH TO GOVERNANCE REFORM 
 

In this chapter we offer a strategic framework for tackling governance reform. We start by 
identifying a number of principles which should underlie any strategic governance reform. 
After this we briefly describe the key elements of governance reform.  
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Four principles of successful governance reform: 
 

In the review of past governance reforms we have identified some general mistakes 
which need to be avoided. In order to help organisations to not repeat these mistakes we 
recommend applying the following principles throughout the process of governance 
reform:  
 

Principle 1: Look to the future 
Governance predominantly needs to serve the strategic needs of the organisation. 
Governance reform therefore needs to be focused on the future opportunities and 
challenges the organisation may expect. Rather than asking: “what did not work in the 
past?” the question has to be: “which governance will serve us best in the future?” 
 

Principle 2: Look to the outside world 
Governance is the most important link between an organisation’s mission and the 
implementation of that mission. The mission (e.g. saving children, protecting the 
environment, defending human rights, etc) is anchored in the outside world. Governance 
reform which focuses predominantly on internal aspects cannot optimally serve the 
organisation’s mission. The guiding question should be: “which governance allows us to 
best advance our mission in the outside world?” 
 

Principle 3: Make sure roles, responsibilities and power are properly aligned 
All too many decisions taken by global governance fail, because the power to implement 
these lies with the national affiliates. There are only two ways to avoid such an impasse: 
accept that specific decisions are legitimately national and leave the decisions to each 
national affiliate or, if the decision needs to be taken at global level, allocate the required 
power at the global level. In either case, the allocation of roles and responsibilities has to 
come with the power and resources needed for their fulfilment. 
 

Principle 4:  Follow a governance vision 
Achieving optimal governance is a complex process which may take a number of 
interconnected and strategically aligned reforms. Implementing these reforms all at once 
will rarely be possible. Devising a governance vision, which defines the optimum 
governance the organisation strives for, allows the organisation to approach this optimum 
in several steps over a number of years and avoids a disconnect between reform steps 
and the resulting frustrations. 
 
While these four principles should be applied throughout the process of governance 
reform the fourth principle is at the same time the starting point for this change process. 
Only when a governance vision has been established should the change process start.  
 
A governance vision should be the basis for all future governance reforms  

 

The governance vision should be based equally on the organisation’s mission and on the 
existing and expected environment in which the organisation strives to fulfil its mission. 
Two questions should drive the process of finding and agreeing a governance vision: 
 
1. Given the changes in the outside world, how should we adapt the way we try to 

achieve our mission? 
How will the challenges, which our organisation is addressing, change? E.g.: Will polio be 
eradicated thus meaning we can either close down or find another field of work? Will 
climate change become unavoidable thus meaning we will need to shift our focus from 
prevention to mitigation?  
 



13 

How will our main partners develop? How will their expectations concerning our 
contribution to the partnership change? Will they expect a partnership on more equal 
terms?  
 
How will our supporter base change? Do we need to find new supporters – younger 
ones, supporters in other countries, etc.? What will their expectations be? 
 
How will the environment in which we work change? Will security become a more 
pressing concern? Will “full nationalisation” of our country programmes become a key 
demand? Will the need for fast and effective global decision making increase? How will 
our brand be regarded and what do we need to do to protect and develop our brand? 
How will competition from other ICSOs, business, governmental organisations, etc. 
develop and how will we have to adapt? Do we have to expect disruptive change and 
how can we best prepare to handle it? 
 
2. How can we adapt our governance to the changing requirements of 

implementing our mission? 
Do we need to change our governance processes and structures? Do we want to find 
structures and processes which are able to make global decisions faster and more 
effectively? How do we want to secure a better balance between national and global 
interests? Do we want to revise our European/North American governance approaches in 
order to better accommodate Asian/African/Latin American expectations? Do we want to 
create a much broader democratic base for our governance decisions?  
 
Do we need to change the composition of our governing bodies? Do we want to change 
the mix of qualifications and experience in our governing bodies as the focus of our 
programmes changes? Do we need to strengthen the mandate on which governance 
relies? Do we want to secure a more global composition because our key stakeholders 
reside in all major regions of the world? Do we want to secure a better gender balance to 
widen our perspective and to strengthen our legitimacy? Do we want to give beneficiaries 
or other partners more of a say in our governance? Do we want to bring more young 
people on board? 
 
Obviously these questions can only serve as examples. Each ICSO will have to devise 
the strategic questions which are most relevant to the environment they work in and for 
the mission they strive to fulfil. Once the questions have been answered the change 
agenda for the organisation’s governance will become much clearer. Here is an example 
of how such an agenda may look: 
 

In the core area covered by our mission the number of decisions which have to be 
taken globally rather than nationally has increased and will continue to increase. We 
will have to rebalance our global governance and the national governance of our 
affiliates in order to make sure that we will be able to make key global decisions 
quickly and effectively and to find a more appropriate balance between national and 
global requirements. 
 

Our partners increasingly demand mutual accountability and want to have more of a 
say in the overall decisions we take. As we have excellent partners, whom we do not 
want to lose, and as we agree with their demands in principle, we will have to revise 
our governance at national and global levels in order to provide a credible and 
effective basis for our partners to contribute to our decision making. 
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As the next generation of our supporters will most probably use the internet as a 
basis for direct communication with and for providing support to beneficiaries, similar 
to the ones we have been serving to date, our traditional role as intermediary 
between donors in Europe and North America on one side and recipients in Africa, 
Asia and Latin America is under threat. In order to adapt to the changes we need to 
improve our approach to digital global communication. In order to govern our internet 
presence we need to create a much more open system which allows us to react 
quicker and with more flexibility. 
 

Our income from traditional markets will stagnate at best. Our growth markets lie in 
Asia.  We need to strengthen the number and position of those coming from these 
growth markets in our governance in order to increase our legitimacy, improve our 
strategic knowledge base and strengthen our access to key Asian decision makers. 

 
As a next step the requirements which have been identified for the organisation’s 
governance will have to be drawn together and developed into one consistent 
governance vision for the organisation.  For example: 
 

Our governance will be known for its commitment to the organisation’s mission, 
public accountability and strategic competence.  Governance demonstrates fairness 
in the way geographic and other interests are represented and is reflected in the 
equitable distribution of power and authority.  Reserved powers at the global level will 
be clear and sufficient to ensure coherent interpretation of and adherence to agreed 
rules and standards.  Delegated authority is vested where executive responsibilities 
are located.  We will set an example of timely decision-making and disciplined 
implementation.  Performance agreements with senior management reflect our duty 
of care for results, reputation and continuity of resources.  

 
Once a governance vision has been determined and agreed in the organisation it can be 
used as the basis for a string of governance reforms which systematically advance the 
organisation’s governance towards the established long term goal. 
 
Four building blocks of successful governance: 
 

Turning a governance vision into reality requires well synchronised action in four main 
areas: organisational culture – people – processes – structures. These four building 
blocks of successful governance each have a different quality. They reach from the soft, 
people-centred, emotional dimension of an organisation’s culture to the hard, function-
centred, technical dimension of its structures. But even though they are of different 
quality – and change leaders will find some easier to handle than others, depending on 
their own skills and personality – all four building blocks will have to be put in place in a 
well synchronised way. However, synchronisation does not mean “all at the same time”. It 
means that any decision, which addresses one of these elements, will need to consider 
the effect which changes to this element will have on any of the others. 
 
In reality one of the four often presents itself as the “natural” starting point. For instance: 
if the terms of several key Members of the Global Board end at the same time, the best 
starting point may be “people”, or if an organisation has failed to make a crucial decision 
on time and in an effective manner due to inappropriate processes and/or structures, this 
may be the best starting point; or if a major change in programmes or approaches leads 
to a change in an organisation’s working culture the best lever for change may be here. 
But wherever you start, do not forget to consider the effects which change of one will 
have on the other elements. 
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As guidance to handling the different building blocks of successful governance we are 
providing some comments on their main characteristics below. 
 
Building Block 1: Organisational Culture  
Organisational culture is possibly the biggest stumbling block on the way towards more 
effective governance. Examples abound where Global Boards consisting of the leaders 
of national affiliates took unanimous decisions on how to promote the global organisation; 
but these decisions were never implemented because the same national affiliates were 
not prepared to make the required funds available. An organisational culture which allows 
such a discrepancy between words and deeds cannot generate good governance, 
whatever the structures and processes may be. [Self-] discipline and the preparedness of 
all key actors to stick to the rules are indispensable requirements for making any form of 
governance work. 
 
Another weakness of many ICSOs’ organisational culture is aversion to leadership.  
Resulting from one of the major strengths of our sector – that most employees are driven 
by a strong set of personal values – the reluctance to accept leadership decisions, which 
are not 100% aligned with one’s personal expectations, can be a major obstacle to 
“getting things done”. There are examples where well connected and highly respected 
activists of an ICSO were elected to its Board and as soon as they took up their formal 
position, were confronted with suspicion and distrust from the same people who had just 
elected them. If such behaviour has become part of an organisation’s culture, providing 
quality governance will be an uphill struggle. 
 
The European/North American roots and history of many ICSOs have not necessarily 
promoted a culture that values and absorbs diversity and inclusion. This issue deserves 
special attention as the fact that ICSOs’ mission and values usually encompass these 
elements, does not necessarily mean that they are practiced consistently in the internal 
routines of the organisation. The typically western style of governance in most ICSOs 
reflects a monolithic organisational culture rather than a culture of diversity.  
 
Compared to structures, processes and people, organisational culture is much more 
difficult to change. But it can be changed and, in view of the fast changing world around 
us, it has to be changed. Changing organisational culture is one of the most eminent 
leadership tasks. This does not mean that change can only come from the top but, if the 
leaders themselves are not courageous enough to start living and breathing a different 
culture any change will be hard to effect. In most ICSOs the cornerstone in changing 
organisational culture is accountability. Governance built on accountability, starting with 
the Board being accountable and being visibly held accountable, goes a long way in 
changing organisational culture. If the top leadership is being held accountable in a 
transparent and credible way it will command the moral authority to hold all others 
accountable. Proper accountability by all employees and activists under the mission of 
the ICSO will create a culture of joint ownership and responsibility and thus a good basis 
for quality governance. 
 
Building Block 2: People 
On all levels and in all contexts people are the most important asset of our community. 
This understanding, while widely shared, is rarely reflected in the efforts and resources 
we invest in our people. A relative neglect of the people who constitute the ICSO 
community starts at the very top. Because ICSOs do not pay their Board Members proper 
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remuneration the range of people who may be available for quality governance is 
drastically reduced. There are certainly some notable exceptions, but, as a rule, Board 
Members will either not need to work to earn a salary or, if they have to work, they will not 
have sufficient time to dedicate to the increasingly complex and demanding task of 
running an ICSO. So many Boards consist of people who have the time but not 
necessarily the skills or people who have the skills but not the time to properly govern a 
global organisation. In most discussions paying a remuneration to ICSO Board Members 
is still taboo. But, given the growing complexity, depth and speed of the required 
decisions paying appropriately qualified Board Members some sort of remuneration will 
eventually be unavoidable. Whether remunerated or not, top quality Board Members are 
absolutely essential to provide the governance ICSOs need today and, even more so, in 
the future.  
 
This takes us to the selection of Board Members. Usually this is done in a mixture of pre-
selection and – more or less democratic – election. Often the pre-selection criteria are 
not sharp and clear enough, or they are not applied consequently, or there are not 
enough quality candidates available, and, as a result, candidates who do not have the 
required skills to be ICSO Board Members are proposed for election. Once elected, many 
become part of the silent majority which one can observe on so many Boards. In some 
cases the election of post holders for the governing bodies is more or less left to an ad 
hoc democratic process which generates new Board Members accidentally, e.g. in a 
global assembly among those who are most vocal / most critical towards the existing 
leaders, without any consideration for the experience and know how they may bring to 
the Board. 
 
Having top quality post holders at all levels of global governance is essential for the 
future success of any ICSO. Systematically defining the right mix of skills, backgrounds 
and experiences required for quality governance, finding and selecting/electing the right 
people and investing in the induction and support of new Board Members need to be a 
high priority for all ICSOs. 
 
Building Block 3: Processes 
While simplicity is the hallmark of any good structure, complexity is often unavoidable in 
the processes which make the structure work; while structures can normally be presented 
in a one page chart, the description of processes often requires sizeable handbooks. 
And, as our community is not too fond of rules and procedures, processes are often 
defined by informal agreement between some of the participating individuals. These 
informal processes are not necessarily well synchronised with the structures which they 
should complement and accountability may be difficult to allocate. The lack of 
synchronisation between structures and processes can be observed in many ICSOs. The 
most obvious examples are the organisational charts which show a global centre at the 
top of the organisation while the processes are being run in a way which ensures that 
national affiliates maintain the power. Better synchronisation of global structures and 
processes would be a major step forward for most ICSOs. 
 
Another major challenge around processes is the time they often take to unfold. This is 
partly due to another specific weakness: everybody needs to be consulted; everybody 
needs to be on board. This is detrimental in a world where decisions need to be taken at 
an increasingly fast pace and where failing to make a decision quickly enough may mean 
being left behind. A recent example from one of the most eminent ICSOs illustrates this 
dilemma: they wanted to take a position in a public discussion which was essential to 
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their mission. But once they had gone through all the steps of their democratic decision 
making process and had agreed a joint position the discussion had moved to another 
level and the position they had developed was no longer of interest. Organising 
processes more effectively and being courageous enough to exclude non essential 
contributors – and bringing the essential contributors to the table where they have been 
lacking thus far – is key to successful governance.  
 
There is no question that processes and structures are closely linked and strongly 
interdependent. Even a clear and concise structure cannot work, if the processes of 
information gathering and sharing do not work, or if the timetables for decision making do 
not fit, or if the implementation processes for governance decisions are not appropriate. 
 
Building Block 4: Structures 
In the many lively discussions, which are the basis of this paper the special role of 
structures became apparent again and again: on the one hand everybody was clear that 
even the most perfect structure on its own would not secure quality governance and that 
a deficient structure might even be compensated by great people leading the 
organisation; on the other, many of us came back to structure again and again, possibly 
because pointing to deficient structures is the easiest and most obvious way to identify 
gaps and weaknesses. There is no question that effective structures are an important 
building block for successful governance. But, judging from our discussions, it is also 
clear that structures are often overrated and overemphasised in governance reform. All 
too often changing the governance structures has been the only component of 
governance reform. 
 
Considering such one-sided governance reform against the background of the findings of 
this project makes the reforms seem surprisingly naive and superficial. Everybody who 
was involved in this work agreed that reducing or increasing the number of governance 
bodies, renaming or reframing them or changing their reporting lines alone, would not be 
sufficient to produce appropriate and effective change. And still: this is what often 
constitutes much or even all of the change many governance reforms bring about. While 
structures are important, the overwhelming focus, which all too many governance reform 
projects put on structures, needs to be identified as a major shortcoming which has to be 
avoided in the future. Good ways to avoid becoming too structure-focused may be to take 
a different building block as the starting point and to constantly remind all who are 
involved in governance reform, that changing structure alone will rarely deliver the 
governance reform an organisation needs. 
 
Governance structures in today’s ICSOs differ from each other to some extent, and we 
believe that they will also have to differ in the future. There is no one ideal structure all 
ICSOs could or should apply. Here are some of the reasons why not: 
  
Firstly, ICSOs working on human rights, poverty alleviation, environmental protection, 
humanitarian response or children’s rights have different governance needs resulting 
from their mission and values and the type of work they do. For example, an organisation 
focussing on wildlife conservation compared to one working for poverty eradication will 
have different needs and possibilities of including partners and beneficiaries in their 
governance. 
 

Secondly, there are different possible structures to synchronise and balance local, 
national and global requirements and resources. At present these are reflected in global 
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set ups ranging from loose networks over confederations and federations to unitary 
organisations. 
 

Thirdly, when trying to secure future relevance of a governance structure, much depends 
on different expectations of how future developments will turn out and which elements of 
these developments are considered most relevant in governance terms. 
 
 

IV. STANDARD MODELS OF ICSO GOVERNANCE 
 

In order to make some of the possible governance set-ups more tangible, and to provoke 
analysis and discussion, the Governance Working Group produced four ‘standard’ 
governance models. We do not believe that any of these models will perfectly fit to any of 
the existing ICSOs. Each organisation will have to define their own governance vision 
and, on that basis, go through the whole process of devising their own tailor-made 
governance model. The standard models presented below are simplified versions of 
possible governance options. They are here to show the variety of governance 
possibilities, which goes far beyond the Polycentric Model most ICSOs use today. They 
are here to help Board Chairs, Boards and CEOs envisage more courageous 
approaches to finding the most effective governance for their own organisation. 
 
The options presented below start with the most formal and most centralised model and 
end with the most decentralised and most informal one. In order to make the different 
models more comparable all four follow the same sequence of chapters: 
 

Mission: this chapter looks at which kinds of mission would be best served by the model 
presented here. 
 

Key Characteristics: this chapter presents the specific qualities of the model. It contains 
an overview of the basic structure which can be seen in the chart provided for each 
model. 
 

Implications: this chapter discusses both the requirements to make the model work and 
the consequences of running such a model.  
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Mission 
The Unitary Model best serves organisations with a focused, globally consistent mission 
and an effective global strategy. It is a good basis for globally led advocacy and 
campaigning, strategically aligned programme design and allocation of funds and 
common fundraising strategies. The implementation of programmes and projects, 
advocacy, campaigns and fundraising can be done on all levels in the predominantly 
global organisation. 
 
This model is best served by a globally consistent organisational structure, operating 
platform and comparable lines of authority across all countries. This more centralised 
form of governance ensures that all local offices are aligned with global strategies and 
consistent in implementation and should lead to a high level of effectiveness and 
efficiency in the usage of funds and the execution of programmes. 
 
Key Characteristics 
This model is a centralised form of governance with as much authority vested in the 
Global Board of Directors as is legally permissible in the countries in which the 
organisation operates. The Global Board is responsible for the ultimate direction of the 
organisation. This implies setting the mission, strategy and Board level policies including 
the decision making mechanisms and processes between the different executing levels 
of the organisation. One of the Board’s most important tasks is the selection of the CEO 
and the Executive Team. The Global Board delegates the implementation of its decisions 
through the management structure. Areas not addressed by the Global Board are left to 
the global Executive Team. 
 
The global Executive Team led by the CEO is responsible for the global execution of the 
agreed upon strategy and direction set forth by the Board. This includes the design of the 
organisation, its processes, basic programme development, deciding the project portfolio, 
leading global projects, advocacy and campaigns and setting fundraising policies and 
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executing fundraising on a global level (not the local level). Regional/country teams are 
put in place by the global executive team and report to them. They are responsible for the 
operations in the context of guidelines set by the global executive team.  
 
Regional/country offices should have an Advisory Council with the purpose of advising 
management on the contextualisation and culturalisation of the global mission and 
strategy. These Advisory Councils should not have legal or fiduciary responsibilities, 
solely acting to support management on the best deployment of strategies in that local 
context. Advisory Councils could also aid in local fundraising efforts depending upon the 
funding strategy set by the Global Board. 
 
It is recognised that in some countries a fiduciary Board of Directors may be required due 
to the nature of non-profit fundraising or other activities conducted in that country. In such 
cases, the country office may need to have a National Board instead of an Advisory 
Council. However, the intent of this model would be to only grant that level of governance 
authority to the local Board that is required by law and maintain as much central control 
as possible in the Global Board of Directors. Thus, the Global Board of Directors is 
responsible for appointing local Boards. 
 
The Global Board should be composed in such a way that the global mission of the 
organisation is best served. If the Board includes national representatives, e.g. some 
chairs of Advisory Councils or National Boards, it should be ensured that they are 
participating with a global perspective and not with the intention of serving the interests of 
the national entity they come from. Some of the executive directors, e.g. CEO, CFO, 
Programme Director, should have “ex officio” seats on the Board. Outside Members 
should be selected by a designated Board selection committee. To ensure the 
effectiveness of the Global Board in advising and managing the Executive Team, it 
should be limited in numbers. Once the Global Board has acted and decided, the 
decisions are deployed through the management structure with local context guidance 
from Advisory Councils. 
 
The managerial structure may vary from organisation to organisation depending upon the 
nature of the work. Larger organisations may put in place a regional management 
structure to group together national offices with geographic or some other similarities, 
such as receiver or donor countries. Cooperation between different local/country offices, 
as well as between country offices and the global centre will be determined by the nature 
of the organisational structure put in place by global management (within Global Board 
parameters).  
 
Implications 
A centralised model such as this allows for a globally consistent mission, strategy and 
execution, as well as direct and immediate implementation of decisions. The Global 
Board sets strategies and guidelines for the global Executive Team and local operating 
teams. In this context the Executive Team can act efficiently, taking and delegating 
actions and controlling their execution. This model minimises questions of authority and 
accountability and it should be very clear where decision making authority lies as regards 
all issues. Consequently, this form of governance should maximise efficiency and 
effectiveness of operation with clear lines of authority and accountability and immediate 
impact of strategy. 
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In the Unitary Model powers reserved for the Global Board (Global Policies which are 
binding for National Members) could be: 

- bylaw amendments  
- decision making structures and processes 
- Board membership 
- appointment of CEOs 
- programme strategy 
- brand and trademark 
- global communication strategy 
- fundraising strategy 
- finance systems 
- global reserves 
- IT 

 
However, in order to secure maximum success globally, national and local interests, 
resources and constraints need to be considered appropriately. Variations in the degree 
of centralisation may secure optimal balance between global, national and local levels. 
For example, the Global Board may choose to delegate more or less of its decision 
making authority to the Executive Team and/or local offices making them more or less 
dependent/independent. Management may be allowed more or less authority to set up 
organisational structures and frameworks, set strategy and policies, etc. Finally, the role 
of the Advisory Councils in providing effective national and local feedback to the global 
decision makers is indispensable for the success of this model. 
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Mission 
Virtually any mission that is marked by the combined need for: (a) a certain amount of 
multi-country strategic oversight; harmonisation of programmes and systems; sharing of 
best practices; and consistency of messaging to multinational publics; with (b) the 
customisation of these same variables to the more unique histories, cultures, legal 
systems and political priorities of particular nations may find benefits in an appropriate 
model of polycentric governance. The Polycentric Model is most useful if a distribution of 
key responsibility for/authority over tasks between a number of different actors globally is 
the most effective way of going about the organisation’s mission. This can be the case, 
for instance if programmes need to be tailored predominantly to national needs and if the 
optimal fulfilment of national requirements outweighs the benefits of global scale.  
 
Finding an optimal balance between global standardisation and national customisation is 
crucial for effectively governing and implementing most global organisations’ missions. 
The success of any Polycentric Governance approach very much depends on the right 
allocation of global and national (and often also regional and local) roles and 
responsibilities. The allocation of roles and responsibilities should be determined by the 
answer to the question: Against the requirements of our mission and the demands from 
the outside world, who is best positioned to perform a specific role and take on the 
respective responsibilities?  
 
As power, roles and responsibilities in most ICSOs have been allocated decades ago, 
when the organisations’ missions had to be fulfilled in a rather different (e.g. much less 
globalised) world, the original allocation often no longer meets today’s requirements. 
Overcoming entrenched interests, breaking open traditional distribution of authority, roles 
and responsibilities and realigning tasks and resources for optimal implementation of the 
mission in today’s (and tomorrow’s) world is essential for the success of this model. 
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The driving factor behind the Polycentric Model is the need to effectively balance national 
(regional, local) and global interests. The Polycentric Model seeks to strike this balance 
at the governance level. It is important to note that many of the most recently established 
ICSOs aim to strike the balance in different ways: they have a global decision making 
body only and secure the appropriate national (regional/local) inputs in a variety of ways 
outside of their formal governance structures. 
 
Key Characteristics 
As the name indicates, the Polycentric Model consists of several centres playing specific 
roles in pursuing a global mission. Polycentric ICSOs usually categorise the different 
centres geographically: most have a number of National Members4 and one Global 
Secretariat. Each of the centres has its own governance and management structures and 
all work together globally. This rather complex system becomes even more challenging 
when specific global functions are spread between different centres: one centre might be 
responsible for IT across the global organisation, another one for leadership development 
globally. The implementation of a specific programme or campaign might be allocated to 
one centre while another one implements a different programme or campaign.  
 
The allocation of global functions at various centres (polycentric implementation) has 
many advantages: it allows allocating a specific task where the conditions for fulfilling that 
task are best; it can improve the legitimacy and/or impact of a specific action. It can better 
assess the context-specific risk to international reputation of any ‘questionable’ course of 
action proposed by management. This capability to assess and respond to risk is 
particularly important given the increasing speed and channels for domestic and 
international communication.  
 
Formally the management of the Global Secretariat reports to the Global Board and the 
management of each National Member reports to their respective National Board. But the 
complexity and inter-dependency of many global (and national) decisions require 
additional, often informal, links between the different governing and managing bodies. 
For instance, a decision taken by the Global Board may have to be implemented by the 
management of all or some National Members. And a decision taken by a National Board 
(e.g. taking a political position) may have global implications. 
 

A clear definition of global and national authority, roles and responsibilities and a precise 
demarcation of the boundaries between the responsibilities of the different centres are 
absolutely critical for the success of the Polycentric Model. The better and more precise 
each centre’s tasks are defined, the less likely is the occurrence of misunderstandings 
and conflicts. Unavoidable overlaps between roles and responsibilities of different 
centres need to be identified and provisions need to be agreed how to cooperate at 
governance and management levels in order to manage the overlaps pre-empting and 
avoiding inconsistencies and failure. 
 
To make this model work most efficiently, National Members should grant a considerable 
amount of power and authority to the Global Board. In the Unitary Model we have listed 
the powers which may be reserved for the Global Board5. Some of these powers (e.g. 
bylaw amendments, decision making structures and processes, Board membership, 
appointment of CEOs, programme strategy, brand and trademark) will also have to be 

                                            
4
 When referring to the national components of the global organisation we speak of “members“; this 

also includes what some ICSOs call “affiliates“ or ”sections“, etc. 
5
 Please see page 19 



24 

reserved for the Global Board in a Polycentric Model in order to make this model work.  
An effective Polycentric Model has to be flexible enough to be able to transfer powers 
and responsibilities from national to global level and vice versa depending on current 
requirements. Power allocation within the Polycentric Model should be constantly 
reviewed against the current situation and requirements.  
 
Implications 
One of the frequently observed weaknesses of existing Polycentric Models is the lack of 
consistent implementation of global decisions across all centres. Global decisions in a 
polycentric organisation need to be taken with the involvement of most, if not all centres 
and then adhered to. But participating in decision making is not enough: in many 
organisations most resources are being held by the National Members; and if global 
decisions are not backed by members’ preparedness to allocate the required resources 
they often cannot be implemented. And even when the resources are available, global 
consistency is not automatically secured as some members may still be tempted to go in 
a different direction. Therefore the implementation of global decisions needs to be 
monitored and policed globally; and, if necessary, agreed sanctions need to be applied 
for those who do not comply with decisions the organisation as a whole has taken. 
 
Organisational culture and the quality of the leaders of the various centres are essential 
factors in making the Polycentric Model work. The degree to which the different centres 
identify themselves with the global mission, brand and history, the degree to which 
employees of all centres share a common vision and culture of (co-)operation directly 
determines how well the model functions. If leaders across the organisation trust and 
respect each other and act as part of a global team the model has a chance to succeed. 
If personal or national interests, lack of communication or even turf wars dominate, the 
model will most probably fail. 
 
ICSOs based on the Polycentric Model should regularly review the distribution of 
authority, roles and responsibilities between the different centres. This review might be 
undertaken for instance in the context of developing a new five-year-plan: What demands 
does the external world place on us as we aim to fulfil our global mission? What is the 
most effective and efficient allocation of resources and decision making powers under 
these conditions? Questions like these should be answered with the support of external 
experts to avoid such an exercise ending up as justification for the status quo instead of 
critically examining it. The preparedness to undergo significant, more frequent and 
occasionally painful change is a key requirement to maintain the relevance of a 
Polycentric Organisation. More than anything else this is a demand on all involved 
Boards, CEOs and Executive Teams, to accept and lead through change which often 
may not be in their immediate interest. 
 
In a world of global interdependencies an increasing number of activities need to be 
aligned globally; this is the role of a global centre. In most of the major ICSOs the global 
centre does not have sufficient power, resources and support from the National Members 
to effectively undertake this role. If Polycentric Organisations want to be relevant and 
influential at a global level they will have to develop a global governance which is able 
and fully empowered to make decisions quickly and to turn its decisions into action, whilst 
counting on the reliable and effective support of the whole organisation. 
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Mission  
The Stakeholder Model would best serve organisations or collaborations whose mission 
is especially sensitive to demonstrating a public mandate (across dispersed 
constituencies) for what the organisation is and does.  The model’s essence is for 
individuals to engage meaningfully with each other. It functions as a broker in problem 
solving, sharing of information, learning and channelling the members’ diverse expertise. 
Thus, the model would be of particular application for an organisation where the mission 
highly depends on the interaction of the organisation’s members, such as global 
campaigns and appeals. 
 
ICSOs with a large base of individual members or National Member organisations that 
think about providing the membership at large with more - and more direct - influence on 
the organisation’s strategy and policies may want to consider this model. Ideally 
members should come from both the supporter and beneficiary side which would help 
balance fulfilment of the mission against both perspectives.  
 
Key Characteristics 
The Stakeholder Model is a hybrid with elements from the three other models. It tries to 
combine the governance of the traditional ICSO with democratic principles associated 
with social movements. If applied effectively it should increase the credibility of the ICSO, 
increase the legitimacy of its mission and improve its impact by mobilising popular 
support. 
 
In the Stakeholder Model, all formal governance bodies enjoy a public mandate from a 
recognised membership. The Stakeholder Model can recognise different types of 
mandating members – typically for ICSOs these are supporters, such as volunteers and 
individual donors and individual beneficiaries, but also National Member organisations. 
Nominations for election may be limited to bona fide members that are internationally 
canvassed and/or (self-) nominated. Candidates can be pre-selected to promote equity, 
gender and geographic balance, competency and other requirements. Web-based 
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mechanisms for participation in mandating processes beyond simply voting are 
increasingly employed which reduces practical obstacles to direct governance.  
 
Governance is transnational, being mandated directly from a membership located 
anywhere in the world. In order to accommodate individual members on both the 
supporter and the recipient side, conditions for membership should be tailored to the 
needs and resources of both. For instance, donating money, labour or know-how could 
be equally valued as a contribution which qualifies for membership. Thus recipients could 
gain equal access to the organisation’s governance by contributing their local knowledge 
and their efforts in running a project. This would be a significant step forward in 
overcoming the donor centric governance of many ICSOs. The democratic principle of 
“one person – one vote” should be applied.  
 
One of the most critical conditions for the success of this model is the definition of the 
rights individual members enjoy. In direct democracy, international governance draws 
authority and legitimacy from, and is accountable to, those enjoying a ‘constitutional’ right 
to select those who govern. While the right to elect representatives is a necessary 
condition for the success of the Stakeholder Model, recent developments show that a 
system which limits citizens to casting their vote once every 3 to 5 years no longer meets 
the expectations of many, especially younger, people. They expect to be directly involved 
in key decisions and do not want to leave their elected representatives with an 
unrestricted mandate. 
 
ICSOs wanting to establish democratic governance which fulfils today’s expectations 
need to establish provisions for members’ participation which go beyond the right to elect 
their representatives. The Stakeholder Model should provide members with the possibility 
to participate directly in discussions on issues related to the organisation’s mission and 
those of major strategic importance. Internet-based discussion platforms and voting 
facilities should be used regularly by the organisation’s governing bodies in order to 
canvass the position of the membership at large. 
 
The model’s viability depends on the internet-based Global Discussion Forum which 
would allow the different parts of the organisation – members, governing bodies, 
management and employees – and possibly key stakeholders and partners – to 
participate in discussions which would guide the governing bodies’ strategic decisions. In 
order to use the Global Discussion Forum successfully as a broker for channelling 
information, expertise and learning among the members, choosing the right membership 
criteria is crucial. Language barriers and the high cost of IT systems also need to be 
overcome to make effective use of the discussion forum.  
 
Final decision making and responsibility should stay with the elected governance bodies. 
However, there would be the possibility to provide the members with the power to make a 
small number of key decisions (e.g. changing the mission).  
 
International management operates under the direct authority of the elected Global Board 
of Directors.  
 

Implications 
This model offers the strongest demonstration of wilful accountability to, and legitimacy 
within, the many publics ICSOs are involved with. As a counterweight to suspicion about 
foreign funding, it signals a commitment to belonging to the fabric of civil society. It can 
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provide an answer to the political questions – ‘who mandated you?’ What right do you 
have to be here and speak? 
 
Direct governance of a transnational body is a highly negotiation-dependent arrangement 
that often works against rapid, directive decision making. However, the real time nature 
of net exchanges may offer the prospect of more rapid feedback on critical issues that 
call for urgent deliberation and the endorsement of proposed decisions. An upside is 
demonstrated local commitment, ownership and accountability for engaging in 
transnational agendas. Governance relies on a Board directly elected from and by a 
worldwide membership. The organisation does not enjoy authority over those mandated 
to vote.  
 
The Stakeholder Model only works properly if a significant percentage of members are 
prepared to contribute to the organisation’s decision making. In addition, the intermediary 
position of ICSOs as decision makers to, and service providers for, those who provide 
money in order to help others, would have to change. But this traditional concept is being 
strongly challenged anyway and increasingly replaced by more equitable and effective 
arrangements, so, why not opt for a model in which all stakeholders have a say and 
contribute equally? 
 
Few ICSOs include beneficiary constituencies in governance arrangements. Through 
appropriate membership criteria the Stakeholder Model could and should be open to 
beneficiaries and thus provide those whose interests should matter most with direct 
access to the ICSO’s decision making. One of the obvious advantages of internet-based 
“virtual” CSOs is the direct communication many of them offer between donors and 
beneficiaries. Bringing together both sides in the global governance and in a Global 
Discussion Forum of an ICSO could address shortcomings in accountability. 
 
The Stakeholder Model is insufficiently described by its structure alone; it is highly 
dependent on governance culture and processes. Some of the conditions which are key 
to successful democratic global governance are: 

 Governance – and to some degree management – bodies need to be willing to 
engage with the membership at large and on a continuous basis.  

 Traditional donors and recipients need to be prepared to redefine their roles in the 
framework of an equitable partnership. 

 ICSOs need to be ready to concede much of their power as an intermediary and 
allow this power to migrate to a democratic global partnership.  

 Most critically, the success of the Stakeholder Model depends on all, or at least 
the vast majority of its immediate stakeholders being open, willing to trust and 
ready to compromise for the greater good. 

 
The principle of democratic governance and ‘public’ mandate can be applied to all other 
models. Its effect is to make public and open processes of power allocation that are often 
a private and poorly transparent affair inviting mistrust and (political) vulnerability. If 
practiced as a permanent, open and respectful dialogue among members and between 
members and their elected governing bodies the Stakeholder Model will strengthen an 
ICSO’s legitimacy.  
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Mission 
The Network Model is conducive to missions that require popular engagement, policy 
influence, agenda setting and/or knowledge production at a global level, while drawing 
from a broad base of experience, expertise and aspiration at the local level. This relates 
easily to the field of advocacy (on human rights, environmental or development issues) 
and popular mobilisation. The Network Model is particularly well-suited to issues/causes 
where drawing from a diversity of voices and capabilities is important, and where 
conformity and alignment (with a particular organisational architecture, programmatic 
approach or brand identity) is not essential.  
 
In achieving its mission the Network Model very much depends on the active and 
frequent contributions of a large number of those who are part of the network. In order to 
secure lively participation, contributors need to have a strong feeling of ownership. And 
the feeling of ownership depends very much on contributors’ direct influence on the 
overall strategy and direction of the network. Formal governance therefore needs to be a 
very light touch providing contributors with opportunities to participate on all levels of the 
network.  
 
Key characteristics 
This model connects a set of actors called contributors. Contributors could encompass 
local entities, individuals, foundations, corporations, etc. A network could be constituted 
by just one relatively homogeneous group of contributors or by contributors from several 
or all of the categories listed above. Contributors may be dispersed throughout the world 
but they are bound together by a shared set of values and goals that they can achieve 
more effectively if they work together collectively. The model works optimally when it can 
maximise the benefits (and minimise the costs) of collaboration.  
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Each independent actor can preserve its own identity, constituency and programme. The 
network governance does not have authority over its contributors. The network embodies 
the shared values and goals of the collection of contributors it is composed of, and 
provides a collective identity that fosters cohesion among the contributors. Engagement 
in the network is fuelled by trust, not control. All contributors have equal status. 
 
A Board of Directors is nominated and elected by contributors through an open election 
process. The election process is virtual and is informed by “internal campaigning” which 
requires candidates for the Board to communicate their vision and priorities for the 
network, so that contributors are able to hold them accountable, in the case they are 
successfully elected. The Board’s primary accountability is to the values and goals 
shared by contributors. 
 
The network’s main principles are diversity and inclusion of voices and perspectives of 
contributors in the pursuit of its mission. The Board applies these principles in its decision 
making process. Major campaigns, positions and strategy are based on consultation with 
contributors. Online network meetings are conducted for consultation with contributors, to 
define strategy or to agree on tactics. The regular and systematic use of crowd sourcing 
software and techniques maintains unity of purpose and action across the network. 
 
The Board may initiate and manage network-wide processes of strategy development; 
propose criteria for and responsibilities of contributors; establish Secretariat roles and 
responsibilities and provide supervision to the Secretariat; maintain and develop the 
collective identity (or brand if existent); establish dispute resolution processes; etc. 
 

A Secretariat implements the strategy set by the Board in consultation with contributors. It 
provides a node of contact for the contributors, who are connected virtually to each other 
as much as they are connected to the Secretariat. The Secretariat provides the logistics 
for contributors’ communication and cooperation. It may play a role in catalysing the 
sharing of information, expertise and learning. The Secretariat may also compile and 
share information and intelligence from contributors, produce globally-relevant research 
and advocacy products (that connect local to global, and global to local), coordinate (but 
not lead) global campaigns and network-level communication, and evaluate the impact of 
collective efforts. 
 
To the extent possible, the Secretariat’s nodal function may be shared with particular 
contributors who have the capacity and interest to play that role. The model could have 
multiple sub-nodes that disperse some of the Secretariat’s functions throughout the 
network. Centres of excellence could emerge on a variety of topics/functions, and these 
would become sub-nodes within the larger network. The Secretariat itself can be 
geographically dispersed if technology can offer opportunities for integration, 
communication and convening at low cost.  
 
Implications 
This model offers a fluid way of connecting highly independent members of organisations 
and individuals around shared values and goals or even a joint mission, without exerting 
a lot of control and establishing too many rules. Contributors can enter and exit, 
depending on their assessment of the value that being a contributor provides, sending 
clear signals to the Secretariat and the Board about what the network value is and when 
course corrections need to be made.  
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Because the model does not emphasise alignment and rules, it can be flexible and fluid, 
and decisions can be made speedily. Slow decision making would decrease the value of 
being a contributor for those who join the network with the prospect of global integration 
and action. Given that the Board and Secretariat are accountable to the shared values 
and goals of the contributors (and the contributors have mechanisms to follow Board 
activity and hold the Board accountable), their legitimacy is high.  
 
Given the distribution of key roles and responsibilities between a wide range of 
contributors, power is similarly dispersed. Contributors do not cede power to the network 
organisation. They are independent individuals or organisations which join the network 
based on shared values and goals. The Board has very limited power. Being dependent 
on the feeling of ownership and the good will of contributors the Board’s mostly informal 
power results from the degree in which it is able to read and transform the will of the 
contributors into leadership and action. The Secretariat’s power is completely informal. It 
stems from the successful logistics and support the Secretariat provides to the 
contributors. 
 
The Network Model is best suited to govern internet-based activities. But “traditional” 
ICSOs may also wish to consider this model, possibly only for governing the virtual part 
of their activities: Many ICSOs face the challenge that their traditional governance is not 
able to cope with the requirements of their internet-based activities. Decision making is 
too slow, ownership too tight and broad based participation too limited to fulfil the needs 
and reap the benefits of the internet community. As the virtual dimension of ICSOs’ work 
continues to gain importance and as key stakeholders’ expectations of involvement 
increase, ICSOs will have to find ways to avoid that the set-up and functioning of their 
governance impedes the required adaptations. Against this background network 
governance may become an attractive option, either for the ICSO as a whole or for a 
semi-independent virtual spin-off. 
 
The Network Model could be adapted to a more centralised, rules-based model (if the 
Secretariat were provided more capacity and resources), or a more decentralised, 
diverse model (if multiple contributors stepped up to take on some of the roles/functions 
that otherwise the Secretariat would have). The model can also be adapted to be highly 
virtual (with elections, team-based work, and even board meetings conducted virtually) or 
highly personal (with many functions requiring physical presence).  
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V. CONCLUSION 
 

Looking back on nearly one year of intensive work on ICSOs’ global governance here are 
some key findings we would like to leave with our readers, especially with our primary 
audience, the global Chairs and CEOs: 
 
Establishing effective global governance is a major undertaking which can rarely be done 
in one major step. It normally develops in different phases which may take a number of 
years. In order to avoid inconsistency, and to align the different steps strategically over 
time, we recommend developing a governance vision.  
 
Developing such a vision will require a careful analysis of changes in the outside world 
and how these are affecting the way in which the organisation can most effectively 
pursue its mission both today and in the years to come. And it will require addressing 
necessary changes in the distribution of roles, responsibilities and power. In many cases 
this will be a conflictive, painful and time consuming undertaking. But setting and 
agreeing the complete change agenda is indispensable for securing consistency between 
individual elements of change. We recommend investing the required time, resources 
and commitment to agree a strategic governance vision. 
 
Once agreed, the governance vision should be implemented over time in a well 
concerted effort. We recommend taking great care in devising an integrated approach 
which addresses all of the four major building blocks of effective governance: 
organisational culture, people, processes and structures. Not all need to be addressed at 
the same time, but you should be aware that if you address one or two, this will most 
probably affect the others as well. 
 
We have developed four rather different but also partly overlapping governance models. 
They are there to encourage you to consider alternatives to the Polycentric Model of 
most ICSOs. While these models can serve as guidance, we recommend that you design 
your own tailor made model for your organisation. 
 
One of the key weaknesses we found in the governance of many ICSOs is an 
inconsistency between the allocation of roles, responsibilities and power. Effective 
governance – whichever model you develop – depends on their full alignment. We 
recommend that you carefully review whether such an alignment is an integral part of any 
governance change your organisation considers. 
 
Finally, this paper is the condensed output of about 30 governance experts and 
practitioners. It is testimony to the enormous potential of exchanging experiences and 
lessons learnt between different ICSOs. We recommend working much more closely 
together with your peers from other organisations. Avoiding mistakes others have made 
before and repeating successes others have achieved is an important step to more 
effective governance. 
 
 
 
 

 

  



 

THE BERLIN CIVIL SOCIETY CENTER 
During recent decades, the importance of international civil society organisations (ICSOs) 
has grown tremendously across the globe. ICSOs have successfully lobbied for a ban on 
land mines and on nuclear testing: they have protected large areas of rainforest, they 
have been crucial in eradicating polio; and they have brought millions of children to 
school and saved the lives of millions of other people in emergencies. ICSOs could, 
however, achieve even more. By setting clearer objectives, measuring results, 
developing more efficient structures and being more transparent in reporting, ICSOs 
could become more effective in their work for a better world. In this work, it is crucial that 
ICSOs systematically learn from each other and from other sectors – in particular the 
business sector – and that they have access to high quality professional advice. Until 
recently, ICSOs have lacked a platform for joint learning and for receiving and giving 
advice. The aim of the Berlin Civil Society Center is to fill this gap.  
 
Founded in 2007 by Peter Eigen and Burkhard Gnärig, the Berlin Civil Society Center 
has established itself as the global action platform for the world’s leading ICSOs. Today it 
is co-owned by ten of the world’s most eminent ICSOs. The Center helps international 
ICSOs improve the efficiency and effectiveness of their work. Key areas of the Center’s 
work include: 
 

Leadership Support 
The Center offers leadership, governance and management advice and provides leaders 
with a basis for joint learning. 
 

Vision Works – this annual meeting of ICSOs global Chairs and CEOs is the only event 
worldwide which brings together nearly all the leaders of the largest and most influential 
ICSOs. 
Global Perspectives – this conference brings together global and national CEOs of 
leading ICSOs and heads of global civil society networks. 
Senior Leaders Week – this leadership training programme is open to global and 
national CEOs, their deputies and heads of global divisions. 
 

Shared Services 
The Center offers services which several ICSOs can share, thus saving on costs, 
increasing efficiency and strengthening their opportunities to learn from each other. 
 

INGO Accountability Charter – The Center has taken on the role of Secretariat for the 
Charter. In this role it supports ICSOs with improving their transparency, accountability 
and reporting. 
 

Future Trends 
The Center offers its guidance in exploring recent changes and future trends in ICSOs’ 
working environments and in providing advice on the resulting and possible opportunities 
and threats. 
 

Global Governance Project – In 2012 this project explored possible improvements to 
ICSOs’ global governance and ways to conduct more effective governance reforms.  
Disruptive Change Project – In 2013 this project will explore sources of potential 

disruptive change for our sector and devise approaches on how to detect and manage 

such changes. 
Berlin Civil Society Center gGmbH · www.berlin-civil-society-center.org 
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