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Abstract: Development organisations face many uncertainties: they strive for complex 

goals, operate in a difficult environment and have a wide range of stakeholders to keep 

satisfied. Like any organisation, development organisations strive to survive. However, 

development discourses currently centre on self-reliance of development countries and local 

organisations.  The currently popular practice of capacity development has as its central aim 

to contribute to the self-reliance of local organisations, and thus to the future superfluousness 

and dissolution of international NGOs. Development organisations have to deal with the 

tension of following these discourses in order to be legitimate and pursuing their own 

organisational survival. This study looks at the legitimating narratives of actors in 

international and local Tanzanian organisations. Its major finding is that the description of 

these uncertainties in ambiguous terms is used as a legitimating strategy. By keeping their 

work and goals ambiguous and by building on selected parts of development discourses they 

sustain their own legitimacy and thereby their survival in the development field. The study 

combines insights from organisation sciences and development studies and uses a multi-sited 

ethnographic methodology.  

 

Keywords: development organisations, discourse, internal legitimacy, Self-Other talk, 

multi-sited ethnography 
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Facing an uncertain future: how international and local 

development organisations legitimise their continuing 

presence in a changing development field  

 

Introduction 

Development organisations have to deal with many uncertainties (Watkins et al, 2012): they 

work in a difficult environment, often have ambitious but complex goals, an ambiguous 

practice that is hard to evaluate, and depend on a diverse array of stakeholders. Development 

practice has changed from implementation and technical assistance, to knowledge sharing and 

capacity development of the civil society in developing countries (Chambers, 1994). Capacity 

development has the aim of self-reliance and ‘ownership’ of the development process for the 

local community (Ubels et al., 2010). The aim of international development organisations has 

thus become to let local organisations take over their work, which would render themselves 

superfluous in the future. 

 For development organisations, the goal of capacity development and self-reliance for 

local organisation will thus lead to their own organisational dissolution instead of their own 

survival. This can be seen as the paradox of organisational survival. Organisations are goal-

oriented entities (Daft, 2004). And, organisations also strive to ‘survive’ and render 

themselves indispensible in their field (e.g. Hannan and Freeman, 1988). Their organisational 

survival comes from their capacity to legitimise themselves as valuable both in the present 

and in the future. Scholars have defined organisational legitimacy as the acceptance of the 

organisation by its environment and have proposed it to be vital for organisational survival 

and success (Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975; Hannan & Freeman, 1977). Especially for 

development organisations that face so many uncertainties, legitimating plays a substantial 

role. Development organisations base themselves on legitimate development discourses in 

order to be seen as legitimate themselves (Lister, 2003). Development discourses, as outlined 

above, predict a future in which international development NGOs become superfluous, 

precisely through their current practice. This uncertain future complements the uncertainties 

that development organisations already have. This study describes these uncertainties and the 

legitimising narratives of development actors. The research question is as follows:  

 How do international and Tanzanian development organisations in an uncertain 

development context legitimise themselves, their partners and their joint organisational 

practices?  

This study looks into an international development organisation that works with local 

organisations in the capacity development approach. I looked into the legitimating narratives 

of their current practices and collaboration as well as their expectations of the future. I did so 

for both local organisation members and international NGO members. This study contributes 

to the legitimacy literature by offering a new example of discursive legitimisation in 

organisations, a relatively unexplored feature of organisational legitimacy (Vaara et al., 2009).  

This study explores the paradox of the desire for organisational survival and future dissolution 

which is a gap in the organisational literature. Although there has been written about the 

threat of organisational decline (e.g. Hannan and Freeman 1988 and Bruderl and Schussler, 

1990), the notion of an apparently ‘desired decline’ has been overlooked in the literature. 

Development organisations are a relevant setting to study this paradox, given the inherent 

struggle between development goals and organisational continuity in this field. Moreover, by 

taking a look at development practices, this study also contributes to queries in the (post-
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)development literature. This study also answers to the call of Watkins et al (2012) who wrote 

about NGO uncertainties and wondered how and to whom development organisations 

legitimise themselves ‘given the centrality of organisational legitimacy where other measures 

of success are lacking’ (p306). By looking at how they legitimate their collaboration, I also 

reveal how they talk about themselves vis-à-vis the other in this changing development field 

and I will compare this with earlier studies on Self-Other talk in the development field (e.g. 

Eriksson-Baaz, 2005). Here, a combination of theories from anthropology and organisation 

studies facilitates the explanation. This study will start with outlining the current literature on 

organisational uncertainties, legitimation and development discourses. Then, I will explain 

why I chose for a qualitative approach, multi-sited ethnography and this specific case-study, 

followed by the empirical findings derived from this case-study.  

 

Theoretical framework 

 

The paradox 

Organisations are goal oriented systems of human activity (Daft, 2004). Organisations have in 

common that they aim to reach their goals in a legitimate way (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1978) 

and that they, as any human system, strive for survival (Hannan and Freeman, 1988). 

However, there can be a paradox between the striving for organisational survival and pursuing 

the goal to solve certain things and dissolve the organisation afterwards. Some organisations 

actually strive for their future superfluousness, when they are founded with the goal to solve a 

certain problem. These organisations might be confronted with the paradox: although they 

aim to reach their goals they don’t want to become dissolved and therefore invent new goals 

to reach and survive.  

 Many development organisations face this paradox. Development organisations aim 

towards societal goals. These organisations often try to solve or at least diminish societal 

issues. International development organisations currently made it their goal to teach local 

organisations how to become self-reliant and take over their current work, thereby making the 

role of international development organisations superfluous. This is enhanced by public 

opinion and political pressures that are increasingly sceptical of the role of international 

development organisations in the development of the global South. Moreover developing 

countries are increasingly becoming developed; therefore this also creates a threat to the way 

developing organisations operate. Therefore the survival of development organisations is 

threatened. Development organisations have to deal with this uncertain future by legitimising 

that their work will continue to be of value. This might be seen as the paradox of development 

organisations: as any organisation they strive for their survival, whereas their societal goals 

aim for their own dissolution. 

 The non-governmental organisation (NGO) is the most common form of a 

development organisation. NGOs are formal (professionalized) independent societal 

organisations whose primary aim is to promote common goals at the national or the 

international level (Martens, 2002). They are non-governmental in the sense that they are 

impartial and transnational and they often operate with complex societal goals. They are a 

specific kind of organisation, as Watkins et al (2012) argue: “NGOs and their donors are 

organisations, and much of what is distinctive about them as organisations derives from the 

special uncertainties they face (Thompson 1967) due to the environments in which they 

operate, the goals they pursue, and the social and material technologies they employ” 

(Watkins et al, 2012, p 287). The complexity of the NGOs’ organisational field derives from 
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the enormous uncertainties of altruism at long distance. They face a conjunction of faraway, 

unpredictable, and poorly understood environments; ambitious, vague, and often unrealizable 

goals and unrealistic or ineffective technologies (idem, p288). NGOs that cooperate with local 

organisations in a capacity building relationship face the complexity that their legitimacy both 

comes from their work with that partner and is threatened by working with that partner 

(Watkins et al, 2012). This makes the capacity building NGO face many uncertainties, of 

which one is the paradox inherent to their capacity building approach.  

  These uncertainties also make the practice of the NGO difficult to capture, objectify 

and evaluate. NGOs often strive for ambiguous goals such as ‘sustainable impact’ and 

‘behaviour change’ that are hard to measure. To defend their value NGOs therefore have to 

legitimise themselves as valuable. The survival of the organisation is then dependent on its 

organisational legitimacy. 

 

Organisational legitimacy 

Organisational legitimacy is most simply defined as the acceptance of the organisation by its 

environment (Dowling and Pfeffer, 1978). Legitimacy comes from many sources (Lister, 

2003). Familiar is the external legitimacy: the legitimacy granted to organisations in their 

environments by stakeholders such as customers, suppliers and government regulators (Meyer 

& Rowan, 1977; Meyer & Scott, 1983; Powell & DiMaggio, 1991 in Brown and Toyoki, 

2013). However, far less attention has been given to internal legitimacy, which is accorded to 

organisations by their own participants (Brown, 1994; Burawoy, 1979; Clegg, Rhodes & 

Kornberger, 2007 in Brown and Toyoki, 2013: 876). Individuals that have a position inside 

social collectives, such as organisations, legitimise their position in the organisation and in 

relation to others. This is called internal legitimacy; the granting of legitimacy to an 

organisation by its own stakeholders (Brown and Toyoki, 2013). Organisational legitimacy is 

thus not only acceptance by the environment, but also by its own organisational members. 

Organisational legitimacy is crucial for the survival of an organisation (Dowling & Pfeffer, 

1975; Hannan & Freeman, 1977). If an organisation loses legitimacy in the eyes of 

stakeholders and/or its own employees; this will likely lead to its decline and dissolution.  

 Lister (2003) looked at NGO legitimacy and, besides outlining the above sources of 

NGO legitimacy, argued that NGO legitimacy primarily depends on conformity with 

dominant development discourses (p188). A discourse is a historically, socially and 

institutionally specific structure of representations or articulations through which meanings 

are constructed and social practices organized (Eriksson-Baaz, 2005:11). Legitimate 

organisations are thus those whose behaviour is seen to conform to dominant discourses and 

approaches to development. Illegitimate organisations are those which do not (Lister, 2003: 

118).  

 This discursive approach states that members of organisations talk about their own 

organisation as (il)legitimate by referring to various legitimate discourses, and as such internal 

legitimacy is talked continuously in and out of existence (Coupland and Brown,2004). Rojo 

and van Dijke (1997) contend that both the criticism (acts of delegitimation) and the defensive 

responses to the critique (acts of (re)legitimation) are largely discursive. Not all studies on 

legitimacy take a discursive approach. Rather, research on discursive legitimation is still 

limited (Vaara et al, 2009). Vaara et al. found there is a specific lack of knowledge concerning 

the discursive processes, practices, and strategies used to (re)construct senses of 

legitimacy/illegitimacy. Nevertheless, such knowledge is needed if we want to better 

understand the complex, but often subtle meaning-making processes through which 

organisational phenomena are legitimated in contemporary society (Vaara et al, 2009) 
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Besides, legitimation talk can be used to analyze discursive interactions between identity, 

social relations and world representations (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999, pp 46-47 and 

Vaara et al, 2009).  

 In summary, discourses have an influence on how individuals represent, talk about and 

legitimise others, the organisations and even the entire world. This legitimation talk is crucial 

for the acceptance of the organisation by its environment and thus for the survival of an 

organisation. Therefore, the next section will elaborate on development discourses in order to 

gain some understanding on how these inform development actors’ practice and legitimising 

narratives.  

 

Development discourse 

Development discourse has an influence on development practice, thinking and legitimation. 

Development discourse has been constituted by its tumultuous history. Escobar (1995) 

described development as a historically produced discourse by showing how "so many 

countries started to see themselves as underdeveloped in the early post-World War II period, 

how ‘to develop’ became a fundamental problem for them, and how, finally they embarked 

upon the task of ‘un-underdeveloping’ themselves" (idem, p 6). He talks about development 

as an ‘invention’ of Northern countries, which, nowadays, has become a worldwide discourse. 

He proposes ‘post-development’ as a new way to talk about international relationships 

(Escobar, 1995).  

 Post-development theorists started to challenge the development discourse by 

triggering questions as: ‘who decides what development is? And ‘whose development are we 

actually aiming for’? (e.g. Escobar, 1995, Chambers, 1994, Crewe and Harrisson, 1988). This 

resulted in a criticism towards Northern development aid that sustained power hierarchies 

through continuing Northern-Southern dependencies. Not only aid and fund streams followed 

North-Southern paths, but also Northern experts decided what was best for their Southern 

neighbours. Post-development theorists sought for alternatives to prevalent ‘top-down’ 

development approaches (Chambers, 1994) by coining the concept of ‘participation’. 

 Participatory approaches are inspired by ‘reciprocal development’ (Chambers, 1994) 

and ‘partnership’ (Crewe and Harrisson, 1998 and Brinkerhoff 2002) in which Northern and 

Southern actors have equal rights, knowledge and capacities to set the aid-agenda. Moreover, 

local Southern actors are believed to have even more knowledge and expertise of their own 

local context and therefore should become self-reliant (Galtung et al, 1980) and get 

‘ownership’ of their own development. The participation discourse emphasizes human capital 

and social capital as important determinants of people’s capacity to respond to the challenges 

in their environment (Laszlo & Laszlo, 2002) and to participate more actively in decision-

making processes that affect them (O'campo, 2002; Stiglitz, 2002).  

 One of the ways in which participation takes form in practice is through capacity 

development: the process through which individuals, organisations, and societies obtain, 

strengthen, and maintain the capabilities to set and achieve their own development objectives 

over time (UNDP, 2010). It builds on the self-reliance concept and talks about sustainability 

and ownership. Capacity development meant training, advising, coaching and knowledge 

sharing. For example, the assignments on which development organisations worked intended 

to create small community organisations that maintained a local water point. These 

community organisations were then trained in maintaining the water point and managing the 

water supply to the general community. The local development organisation then informed 

the local government about the new community organisation and the repaired water point and 
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trained them in how to manage this community organisation. Development practice was thus 

informed by a systemic approach; through the assignments the local development 

organisation, community organisation, and local government learned. Moreover, the 

development organisations learned from evaluating the proposal and retrieving the lessons 

learned for new assignments.  

 The participation debate with its theories about self-reliance and ownership of local 

organisations are not written as an argument towards the future superfluousness of 

development organisations, but rather describes how currently development organisations can 

be of great help to build the capacities of these local organisations and reach this self-reliance. 

Through this practice the power should move towards the Southern partners, who would then 

define what the Northern partners can contribute to their own development plans.  

  The participation debate has thus become a broad discourse and it is influencing the 

minds of development actors. Some authors even speak of a participation ‘paradigm’ in 

development (in Cooke and Kothari, 2001). However, the participation discourse is not free 

from criticisms either. After some years of implementation, it appears that development 

practices still suffer from the faults which the debate has been intent on overcoming 

(Ferguson et al, 2010). An often-heard criticism is that implementation of participation is still 

biased by the priorities of the Northern organisations; the agendas of which shape asymmetric 

aid relationships (Maral-Hanak, 2009: 59). In this manner, participation seems to have 

become a legitimising instrument in itself (Cooke & Kothari, 2001). Practitioners evaluate 

their projects as participatory, whereas in practice the Northern NGO has still set the agenda 

and controlled the process. Development organisations then talk about participation as 

something that they do, whilst in fact they are still working in hierarchical ways. By 

legitimising their practice as ‘participatory’ they try to escape from criticisms and render their 

organisation legitimate.  

 

Self-other talk 

Participatory practices are used in development organisation as a legitimating narrative. The 

cooperation with partners gives the development organisation legitimacy, but, as mentioned 

above, can also severely threaten the legitimacy of an organisation (see Watkins et al, 2012). 

Such a collaboration is full of uncertainties; especially when the collaboration is transnational 

and there are cultural and racial differences between the development actors from the partner 

organisations. These differences, however, are only differences when they are perceived and 

talked about by the actors involved. This is called Self-Other talk (Ybema et al. 2009).  

Through this Self-Other talk an organisation defines, locates and relates itself to another 

organisation. They discursively separate themselves from the Other, and talk about ‘us’ versus 

‘them’ (idem, 2009a: 306). Often this Self-Other talk uses oppositions to define the Self and 

the Other. Self-Other talk frequently comes about in talk about ‘the Self that is better than the 

Other’ and, moreover, frequently uses stereotypes to denote that hierarchical relationship. For 

example, Eriksson-Baaz, studying a Danish-Tanzanian partnership found oppositions in "the 

image of an open, trustworthy, organized and committed Danish development worker Self in 

opposition to an […] image of the Tanzanian partner as unreliable, uncommitted and 

disorganized" (Eriksson-Baaz, 2005: 2). 

  Hierarchical Self-Other talk is informed by historical perceptions of the other. Many 

of the Northern INGOs that now talk about participation, partnership and equality, used to be 

working in a donor-receiver relationship with local organisations before. Moreover, the 

Northern INGOs came to replace colonial powers, continued the development projects, but 

also to recover the damage that colonial powers have done to the formerly colonized people. 
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In this way colonial power-relations have been sustained and aid-dependency is controlled. 

These power-relations come about in colonial self-other talk that sets down the colonial Other 

as very different from ourselves (Eriksson-Baaz, 2005). Development discourses are thus also 

reflected in to how individuals and organisations talk about the other vis-à-vis oneself. 

 Through the practice of participation, it was aimed that these former power-

relationships in the development field would be overcome (Chambers, 1994) not only in 

practices but also in the minds of the former colonizers and colonized. This would not mean 

that the differences do not exist anymore. Instead it would mean that Self-Other talk is 

nuanced by not talking about differences in better-worse. My study analyzes Self-Other talk 

by setting out how they talk about each other in this specific case and whether this reflects a 

change towards more equal relationships as the post-development discourse predicts. 

 

Methodology 

Through ethnographic fieldwork I aimed to gather detailed insights on uncertainties within 

development organisations. I looked for organisations that collaborated with local partners, 

since I expected the ‘survival paradox’ to manifest itself in that collaboration. I looked 

therefore at joint practices, legitimation and Self-Other talk within a network of local and 

international development organisations. I deliberately chose a qualitative approach in my 

research methodology, as I dealt with discourses, individual interpretations of these discourses 

and their legitimising narratives in which these come through. The qualitative approach 

helped me to look at these narratives in a detailed and holistic way. The social-constructionist 

view that accompanied this research process suited my conception of organisations as socially 

constructed systems and power arenas that can best be studied by an ethnographic approach 

(see e.g. Cziarniawska, 1992).  

 I chose for an ethnographic case-study of three organisations. I chose for three 

organisations, since they varied in sector (NGO/private) and scale. I purposefully selected 

multiple organisations to show different perspectives on the phenomena under study 

(Creswell, 2007). The three organisations were located close to each other which reduced my 

investment in time and other resources. In this way, the multiple case-study keeps its space for 

in-depth analysis and contextualized interpretations of organisational realities (Creswell et al., 

2007) but also fits with the research design and available resources (Yin, 2009). The multiple-

case study research design was deliberately aligned with the choice for organisational 

ethnography.  

 More specifically, I looked at three organisations in the North-West of Tanzania. One 

was a large international NGO with headquarters in the Netherlands and operating in 38 

developing countries. This INGO started as a volunteer-sending organisation that provided 

mere technical assistance, but evolved to a capacity building organisation. At the time of 

research, the INGO had four regional branches in Tanzania and worked together with about 

120 local (Tanzanian) organisations. The case study focused on one regional branch of the 

INGO and two local organisations. One local organisation was a private organisation with an 

advisory/consultancy approach towards development. The second local organisation was a 

small NGO that, formerly, worked only in education but recently evolved towards a more 

generic NGO working with the capacity building approach. The INGO and Los used the 

capacity building approach to strengthen the local organisations as well as the receiving 

community (representatives). This development network thus not only aimed for concrete 

results (e.g. recovering a water point) through their assignments, but also towards behaviour 

change of all actors involved in the network. This systemic approach (strategy paper, 2007) 
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aimed towards strengthening the civil society in developing countries, in the end rendering the 

INGO superfluous in that area.   

  The data-collection methods were strategically aligned to capture this systemic 

approach and to get a holistic view of the three organisations in the sample. The data 

collection for this research was done using three ethnographic methods: participant 

observation, document analysis and open interviews. I did participant observation by joining 

employees in the offices of the three organisations, on field trips, in meetings and training 

sessions. I was always searching for opportunities to study the interaction between the three 

organisations, for example during evaluation meetings or training sessions. Most of my 

subjects spoke in English and naturally interacted with each other in that language. When I 

was going to meet people that interacted in the local language Kiswahili, I had the assistance 

of a local translator. She wrote translations and notes during those meetings, and also helped 

me by giving her perspectives on the observations. Most days, I spent by sitting in the office 

in one of the three organisations, working on my thesis and meanwhile observing their 

conversations and behaviour. The deskwork mainly involved the reading of various 

documents that I received from the different organisations. I received a total amount of 120 

documents, ranging from project proposals, plans, budgets and evaluations to strategy papers, 

organisational profiles, self-assessment forms, PowerPoint slides of workshops and minutes 

of meetings. These documents gave me insights in both the formal and informal 

communication between the organisations and the evaluation they give towards each other for 

each project. A list of the documents, with indications of the contribution of each document to 

my research, is given in annex1. On basis of these insights, I constructed the questions for my 

open interviews. I interviewed 8 persons, 2 employees from the local organisations, 2 INGO 

advisors who worked closely with these specific local organisations and then 4 about the 

collaboration between the INGO and local organisations in general. Some questions were held 

similar across the interviews; others were adapted to the role of the interviewee in the 

organisation. The answers on these interviews, together with field notes and the documents 

that I analyzed formed the data for my case-study.  

 For my research, I explicitly chose for multi-sited ethnography since I needed a 

methodology that is suitable for analyzing this systemic approach and the interaction between 

INGO and their local partners. The essence of multi-sited research is to follow people, 

connections, associations, and relationships across space (Marcus, 1985; Falzon, 2009). In 

terms of method, multi-sited ethnography involves a spatially dispersed field through which 

the ethnographer moves – actually, via sojourns in two or more places, or conceptually, by 

means of techniques of juxtaposition of data (Falzon, 2009: 1-2). Multi-sited ethnography is 

more than a comparison of the different research sites (Hannerz, 2003). One also needs to 

look at their linkages and try to explain why the sites are different or similar. Whereas critics 

earlier doubted the possibilities of immersion in multi-sited research (e.g. Geertz, 1998), this 

belief has recently diminished due to some good examples of ethnographic immersions in 

fieldwork (Friedberg, 2001, Wogan, 2004). The choice of multi-sited ethnography made my 

research design challenging, which I will outline below. On the other hand, by providing 

diverse viewpoints it also made my research interesting and rich of information.  

 There are several challenges to multi-sited ethnography. With multi-sited ethnography 

the attention of the researcher needs to be carefully shared among the different ‘research 

fields’, and therefore strategic choices need to be made on where and when to go with whom. 

In my case this meant that I had to carefully select between 30 local organisations that 

operated in the network in the North-West region of Tanzania. I made this selection on basis 

of objective criteria such as location of office, size of the organisation, type of the 

organisation (e.g. NGO vs. private organisation), etc. After this strategic choice of cases, the 
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time needed for gaining access was also multiplied, in my case by three. Time put a severe 

constraint on my fieldwork especially when time-efficiency was not always possible due to 

flexible and mobile work schedules of my subjects or defection of electricity sources. Being 

flexible helped me to adapt to their work plans and to join them as much as possible in their 

travelling. 

 Multi-sited ethnography leads to a diverse pile of data, with at times paradoxical or 

even contradicting findings. The latter challenge can be handled through a method called 

juxtaposing (e.g. Nyiri, forthcoming). With this method all data that is gathered is deemed 

relevant, and is collected and noted as such. Juxtaposing is a form of comparison in which 

you make the familiar unfamiliar and vice versa. It looks at any ‘accident or serendipitous 

event’ as if it were relevant (Nyiri, forthcoming). In my own research I looked at many such 

events, for example at reactions from the one organisation when people from the other 

organisations were too late. With this method you store all data, even when it seems irrelevant 

at that moment, with the intention to look at it again once it does fit a certain pattern. This 

method makes the research iterative, both in the data-collection phases as in other phases of 

the research. Later, the iterative process continues when the researcher tries to connect 

theoretical interpretations to the empirical data.  

 Whereas I did some preliminary analyses and interpretations in the field, the majority 

of data was processed back home. There, I ordered the documents and field notes and 

summarized insights and impressions. I transcribed the open interviews and did free thematic 

coding by hand. Following Hybels I identified talk as the data source for legitimation: ‘it is 

the situated speech acts in which a specific corporate undertaking is questioned or justified 

that are considered ‘moments of (de)legitimation’ (Hybels, 1995 p 245). I used an adapted 

version of critical discourse analysis that was specifically relevant for analyzing legitimacy 

and for multi-sited fieldwork since it incorporates elements of context, interdiscursivity and 

semiosis to show the relationship between concrete occasional events and more durable social 

practices (Fairclough 2009 in Wodak et al 2009 p 124). The interdiscursivity of a text is a part 

of its intertextuality, a question of which genres, discourses and styles it draws upon, and how 

it works them into particular articulations. Semiosis includes all forms of meaning making; 

visual images, body language, as well as language (idem: p 122).This form of analysis thus 

suited my data-collection method in which juxtaposing played a role.  

 The analysis was a very iterative process. I tried to find a coherent order by connecting 

pieces of data to other data and theoretical interpretations, but also kept on questioning this 

coherence by zooming in again on paradoxical findings. This process resembles Charmaz 

(2005)’s description of constructivist grounded theory. Grounded theory, according to 

Charmaz, entails developing increasingly abstract ideas about research participants’ 

meanings, actions, and worlds and seeking specific data to fill out, refine and check the 

emerging conceptual categories (idem, p508). During this stage I tried to stay as close as 

possible to my empirical data, until gradually I saw my data structure emerging. When I had 

my empirical data-structure, I connected and compared this with theoretical literature, similar 

case-studies, background studies etc which created the body of my thesis. Interestingly, the 

literature comes from different fields within the social sciences: organisation studies, 

development studies and sociology. This made the research besides multi-sited also multi-

disciplinary.   

 A last challenge that is common to qualitative research is related to the position of the 

researcher in the researcher-subject relationship. As a researcher you must be aware of your 

personal position and the image and role you have towards others. In international 

relationships it is even more important to be aware of the impressions that your background, 

race and colour bring along. Moreover, the mere possibility to adapt to the new location and 
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organisation shows the kosmopolitanism of the researcher, an identity trait that the researcher 

should also be reflexive about (Wilding, 2005). When in multiple organisations, the 

researcher should not adapt completely to the single organisations but stay as ‘authentic’ as 

possible in all settings. Otherwise, it might be confusing when the three organisations meet up 

and you have to play with these multiple roles and images. Moreover, as the concepts of 

identity, image and international collaboration were also important research interests, I had to 

be extra reflexive about this. Below I will elaborate on these three concepts.   

Reflexivity, broadly defined, means a "turning back on oneself, a process of self 

reference" (Davis, 1999: 4). I practiced reflexivity by consulting my local research assistant, 

who translated for me but also helped me with interpreting the translations and observations. I 

needed her help mostly in interpreting organisational effectiveness and specifically change-

preparedness. Whenever I found it normal that organisations were changing fast and 

continuously, she found it amazing that such organisations actually existed in Tanzania. I also 

found great help from a Dutch woman who already worked and lived in Tanzania for 12 

years. She now has the experiences of feeling an outsider and insider in both the Netherlands 

and Tanzania, and we frequently talked about this. Sending preliminary analyses and insights 

to my supervisors in the Netherlands then helped me to interpret my observations and 

thoughts in academic ways and not to get lost in the big adventure that doing research in 

Tanzania brought me.  

My deliberate choice for multi-sited ethnography and multi-disciplinary theory 

invoked a complex but interesting research process. The outcome is an account of how the 

three organisations deal with these uncertainties in their joint collaboration, and thereby gives 

a contextualized local example of this process.  

 

Findings 

Development aid is increasingly criticized by public opinion, politics and even development 

workers themselves. This has been enhanced by media exposure on scandals within large 

International NGOs (INGOs) and the now popular belief that within large INGOs too much 

money remains in the headquarters. Moreover, the question has been raised whether INGOs 

are still needed in development work. This resulted in a belief that there is sufficient capacity 

in local organisations to assist in developing their own country which renders large INGOs 

increasingly superfluous in development aid. Therefore, INGOs have to legitimise their 

continuing role and non-superfluousness in development work.  

 In the following sections, I will first describe how the INGO dealt with the above 

situation. I will show how the experimenting freedom within the INGO created even more 

uncertainties for INGO members, but that they also saw this as a distinct advantage of the 

INGO. Then, two narratives are described in which both INGO and LO members legitimise 

their joint relationship and role in development. One narrative is similar to a master-

apprentice relationship and the other portrays a partnership. Although these might seem 

contradictory, both narratives build on post-development discourses and both legitimise their 

continuing role in development, with respect to the criticisms and the changing development 

field. 

The INGO in this study responded to criticisms by positioning themselves in the post-

development discourse. The INGO agreed that there are local capacities available, but that 

these should be nurtured and developed in order to reach sufficient impact towards 

development aid. The INGO management developed a strategy on ‘localization’ and ‘capacity 

building of local organisations’ within their whole network:  



12 
 

 The magnitude and complexity of the challenges we are facing around food, energy and water requires 

  action and innovation at all levels. Effective and sustainable solutions can only be achieved if local 

  actors shape and drive their own agenda (Strategy Paper 2011 – 2015). 

This localization strategy was based on a belief in local capacity and the fact that the INGO 

itself did not have enough capacity for localized solutions. In the localization strategy, the 

INGO worked with a network of Local Organisations (LOs). The advisors coached and 

trained the LOs to perform the assignment effectively and with this coaching they built the 

capacity of the LOs.  The LOs operationalised development work in the field through 

assignments, whereas the INGO advisors stayed in the office to coach them and write 

evaluations on the work of these LOs in order to report to the external funder. An LO would 

work on the assignments and learned by doing them; but it also improved their capacity in, for 

example, communicating or organizing skills. The aim of the localization strategy of the 

INGO was to ‘break with the spoon-feeding culture in development’ so that people would 

become the planners and organisers of their own development (Brinkman, 2009: 213).  

 The change in strategy to an advisory role meant the end of the INGOs project 

approach: the INGO would henceforth no longer be active in the actual implementation of 

development projects. Now they are one-step removed from it by working through the LOs. 

The work that the LOs did is, similarly, capacity building. They built the capacities of other 

local organisations, governments or other actors. At the time of this ethnographic study, the 

INGO had been working with the new policy for some years. The advisor quoted above then 

has already internalized this strategy: 

 R
1
: So how do you feel about this whole localization strategy and with the LOs and so? 

 J: How do I feel about it? Ehm now I believe in it. I believe that we can have more impact.  

 (interview INGO3) 

Other INGO advisors confirmed this. They could all clearly explain to me the strategy and the 

advantages of it. Advisors felt proud of this approach and said that this is what makes the 

INGO distinctive from other INGOs: 

 The INGO also does the local presence: we are there. We are respected for that by other  

 organisations (interview INGO2). 

The change in strategy, however, also led to uncertainties for the stakeholders involved. The 

next paragraph outlines these uncertainties and shows how employees deal with it in their 

legitimising narratives. Aside from the quotes above, they did not directly talk in legitimising 

ways to other members of the network, but they did legitimise to me as an external agent. And 

even this often went unconscious; they then used legitimising talk in between other talk about 

their practice. Legitimising is thus not only something that one does when asked for, but it 

was also felt as an intrinsic necessity to do when talking about oneself, one’s own 

organisation and the others.   

 

Uncertainties and the need to legitimise 

 We recognize that we, as INGO as an international organisation, have a limited impact. And in order 

 to enlarge our impact eh we work with local organisations. Yeah, could be companies, organisations, 

 church related projects that are from a local environment where we want to achieve impact. Ehm so 

 that would be for us in order to increase our outreach and impact. But also building a stronger civil 

  society. To make sure that our impact is more sustainable and at the same time we try to build the 

  capacities of that civil society. Let's see we contribute towards ehm... sustainability and enhanced 

  impact. Plus ehm... connection of local dynamics. Because as an international organisation we don't do 

  that so much. (Interview INGO3) 

                                                           
1
 R = interviewer, J = INGO advisor 
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This employee of the INGO seems to have doubts about the effectiveness of large INGOs in 

development work. She describes that she thinks that international organisations can achieve 

more impact by working with local organisations. In her description she uses rather vague 

words such as ‘enhanced impact’, ‘outreach’ and ‘local dynamics’ to describe the work and 

goals of the INGO that she works in, but also acknowledges that an INGO alone is limited in 

achieving those goals. Through the collaboration with partner organisations it is aimed to 

‘change the behaviour’ and reach ‘impact’ in both the partner organisations and the 

community towards which the program is aimed. Therefore, the INGO and LO members had 

to legitimise to themselves that these efforts were indeed leading to the described aims. The 

ambiguity of goals and the unclear technology to reach these goals is one of the uncertainties 

that INGOs have to deal with. But these same ambiguous goals are used in the delegitimising 

narrative about the effectiveness of the INGO alone and the legitimising narrative about the 

work of the INGO with local actors. Keeping it ambiguous thus forms a way in which the 

INGO talks about itself as illegitimate but at the same time as legitimate when they cooperate 

with other, local actors.    

 The uncertainties and ambiguities within the INGO also came from the relative 

newness of the localization strategy. The strategy did not come with a clear format on how to 

work with LOs. The implementation of the localization strategy thus did not go without 

struggles. It was not easy to start attracting needy LOs (Lemoyane, internal case study, 2007; 

Brinkman, 2009). And it was not easy to define when the LOs had had enough capacity 

building or when an LO no longer needs advice (Brinkman, 2009: 214) or, in other words: 

when the help in capacity building from the INGO had become superfluous. The INGO 

advisors had considerable freedom in working with LOs; they could experiment with the 

strategy.  This experimenting and trendsetting makes them proud, but sometimes also 

confused: 

 There are things [...] that emerged. We thought okay now we have a model. So now we start applying it 

  to other things and then we realized no, it is not a model. It just happens. This is a particular expression 

  of a particular dynamic. And therefore, in each specific situation we have to eh to find eh yeah new 

  ways of  dealing with the dynamics and the policies. (interview INGO6) 

This INGO advisor talks about their practice as being continuously different. Each situation is 

a particular expression that can not be modelled or planned. This creates severe uncertainties 

for both INGO members and LO members, since managing particular expressions can not 

easily be trained in the capacity building approach. These uncertainties might have led to a 

diversity of approaches within the INGO and within their LO network. I found that there are 

different narratives about how the localization strategy should be interpreted among INGO 

members and the respective LOs that they worked with. The team leader acknowledged this 

and did not mind; it was part of the experimental and diversity approach of the INGO. Other 

members did not see the diversity of approaches, although they did wonder what was getting 

so confusing about the INGOs practice. And again other members did notice and criticized the 

INGO for it. For example one LO member:  

 Yeah really but also they need to take through their advisors on their own strategy. Because if 

  you look on the sector lead here, he has a very strong vision on that strategy, he is actualizing 

  it. But then they are not really sure if eh the team members all really understand it. (interview 

  LO2) 

Here you see that the LO member claims to know what the INGO strategy is about and how it 

should be practiced. He indicates that some of the INGO advisors also understand it, as does 

their leader. He also sees that some other advisors understand it another way and later, he also 

says that these INGO advisors work with their LOs in the ‘wrong’ way:  

 And that is in our own conception it is very much in line with what the INGO stands for. The 

  only thing, maybe some advisors does not know conceive it in that way. But if you look on  
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 their strategy their papers, whatever. It is very much in line with what they foresee from the  

 LOs to do. So what we our relation is trying to actualize what is their own strategy? And we  

 are not really reinventing the wheel but we are testing their strategy real time. (Interview LO2) 

This is an example of an LO member who strongly believed that his account of the way of 

working with the INGO was the real purpose of the INGO strategy, and that the other advisors 

interpreted it wrongly. Here he implies that there should be one right way to interpret the 

INGOs strategy and that their way is the right way. There are not many other quotes that 

speak so clearly about right and wrong practices within the regional network. However, they 

did quite often talk about other country offices of the same INGO where they do things 

differently:  

 We are quite different in the Lakezone, in other regions it is quite different. There it is more 

 out of business, more straight subcontracting. (interview INGO2) 

Similar narratives came up when they talked about regional offices in Latin America. There 

they worked clearly different than them, even though they belonged to the same INGO. The 

fact that they also could not relate to these INGO members, also formed an uncertainty about 

the INGOs organisational identity. Especially when evaluating the organisation I heard 

narratives such as "I don’t know anymore what we are"; and "we are all one INGO, right? At 

least in the past we were all one INGO…"(Field notes, 2/2/2013). 

 INGO members were uncertain about their organisational identity and frequently 

referred back to the past when talking about their organisation. They referred to the change in 

strategies over the past and legitimised that change in the organisation was something they 

considered normal and modern. Besides, they referred to LOs that were in frequent change as 

those that captured the ‘INGOs way of working’. Being in a changing and uncertain 

organisation was thus legitimised as something that belonged to the identity of the INGO. In 

the future this would be enhanced, because, as the team leader explained, then blending 

knowledge and insights will be crucial for their survival: 

 So I see eh a lot of eh scope and eh evolution towards knowledge, developing knowledge products.  

 Ehm because looking again at what drives our approach, our approach is blending of international  

 knowledge with the local insights. So it is this continuous interaction between local realities and the  

 international knowledge and insights which makes the INGO in that sense, which creates our added  

 value. (interview  INGO6) 

This legitimation also comes down to the issue of (not) being superfluous. The INGO member 

talks about ‘continuous interaction’ and the added value that the INGO will still deliver. The 

description of the future is however full of ambiguous terms: it will be as changing and 

uncertain as the INGO is in now.  

 This section suggests that development actors in both the LO and INGO felt an 

urgency to legitimise their presence in the development field. The uncertainties coming from 

their work in a changing and experimenting organisation made that the INGO advisors in the 

field felt the urgency to legitimise their way of working with Los. The LOs similarly felt they 

had to legitimise their cooperation with the INGO and their work in development. I have 

explained above how the freedom of experimenting within the INGO has led to a diversity of 

approaches within the INGO–LO network. I analyzed the legitimising narratives of these 

approaches and broadly divided them in two parts: one similar to a master-apprentice 

relationship and one similar to a partnership.  
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Master-apprentice 

In the coming two sections I will describe the two narratives and show that they deal 

with uncertainty by building on participation discourses in their legitimising narratives. 

Discursive interpretations may diverge, and actors may diverge in their interpretation of the 

organisational reality (Crewe and Harrisson, 1988). In my case study I found that actors’ 

interpretation of ‘participation’ indeed diverged. INGO and LO members offered legitimation  

of their joint work by constructing a particular narrative based on their own interpretation of 

this participation debate. In one legitimating narrative, research participants talked about their 

joint relationship as one similar to the ‘master-apprentice relationship’, whereas in another 

narrative they adopted a ‘we are all equal’-frame vis-à-vis each other. Both narratives reveal 

how actors talk about their uncertainties. It shows how they legitimise these by turning them 

either in certainties or by keeping them ambiguous. Within the narrative, certain discursive 

resources can be analyzed. In this section, I will describe the first of these two narratives.  

 In this first legitimising narrative, participants saw the INGO’s role in relation to local 

partners in terms of the INGO being the expert and the local partners as those temporarily in 

need of their expertise in order to become self-reliant. Self-reliance is inspired by the 

participation discourse and the critique on superfluousness of INGOs, its authors (e.g. 

Galtung, 1980) contend that local NGOs can be trained to become self-reliant and work for 

their own development. INGO members thought that the capacities of local organisations 

should be developed so that they could later take over the INGOs work. The expert INGO 

advisors not only developed the LOs to become self-reliant but also to believe in self-reliance 

themselves.  

 Through the self-reliance narrative they legitimised the INGOs role by saying that 

capacity development leads everyone towards improved capacity and towards self-reliance. 

Besides, they thought that it was necessary for the LOs to become self-reliant, since it was not 

the INGOs role to facilitate the development of Tanzania. This was the role and responsibility 

of the local organisations: 

 The INGO is eh not a local organisation, it is an international organisation and so we can not be part of 

  the development solution. we can facilitate the solution but we are not the solution. it is not a matter  

 of,.. if they are, if the INGO is big enough than we solve all the problems. but we remain, we don’t have  

 the legitimacy, […] but it is the people of Tanzania who have to solve their problems, and surely we as 

  INGO can contribute to that but it is the Tanzanian society who has to be responsible. (interview 

 INGO6) 

This quote clearly relates to the superfluousness discussion above. Here, INGO advisors have 

the idea that the INGO should become superfluous in this area and that the local organisation 

would continue their work. Capacity building is thus oriented towards building the LO and the 

community up to the moment as where they become self-reliant. Self-reliance is described 

above as an idea within the participation discourse, that is as broadly applicable as the 

participation concept itself. It refers to the outcome of a participation strategy: that local 

actors become independent and able to sustain themselves. Self-reliance is not a clear 

endpoint, it is hard to define when an organisation has become sufficiently self-reliant. I asked 

INGO advisors when an LO would be self-reliant, but they did not give me a clear answer. In 

this quote about LOs in general, it becomes clear however that self-reliance was not yet 

achieved for many LOs: 

 The capacity is not always sufficient, to achieve what we want to achieve. (…) Sooo yeah, perhaps 

 when that civil society is a bit more mature... we are able to as INGO to connect with them and not 

 always initiate. That’s where some improvements could be made. (Interview INGO3 108-110) 

Even though this quote sounds somewhat pessimistic, most advisors see a bright future for the 

LOs. Members from LOs and INGO alike, saw the role of the INGO as inherently good, like 
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teachers acting for the benefit of the pupil, thus legitimising their presence in Africa as 

benefactor. The relationship thus resembles a teacher-pupil relationship; or in the words of 

Wenger and Lavé (1991): a master-apprentice relationship. Apprentices learn from their 

master not through training and formal education; but through participation in their joint 

practice (Wenger and Lavé, 1991). The apprentices need the master in order to learn, but also 

to get access to a certain practice, and the network of other apprentices: 

  N
2
: one of the things that we think ehm we can use are the networks. Networks with other… 

 V: NGO’s? 

 N: yes other NGOs but the big NGOs. But the others, the bit small, we don’t want them. We want them 

  to train them, but not to network with them, because they can not help us at all. (…)We want to grow, 

  and if you want to grow don’t work with the small. (Interview LO1) 

However, the LO apprentices learned only selectively from the INGO-master; they also 

criticized many things about the INGO and, naturally, they did not want to learn this. These 

LOs gradually diversified their portfolio of donors and capacity builders in order to learn 

many things, but also to be able to exit from these donors that they do not need any more: 

 R
3
: So you are slowly, how to say it, changing from all the donors, slowly to being on your own? 

 N; yeah! But we are not saying that we have to get rid of all of them... No! 

 R: okay so just some of them? 

 N: yes but we just know from our past experience that depending 100% on donors that is just not good, 

  because it was really crisis! It was really really crisis. It was a very difficult situation. Sometimes we 

  had to look for.. employment. So we say now, okay if it is the way then then we will change. (interview  

 LO1) 

This selective learning behaviour can be seen as nearing the end-point of the capacity building 

relationship. Here the LOs were able to make choices in what they still needed, and to whom 

they went for other support. After a while, they would be able to exit and be independent of 

donors. This gives the collaboration between expert and expertise seeker with a self-reliance 

goals a temporal dimension. 

 The temporality was also used to legitimise the hierarchical dimension of the master-

apprentice relationship. Through the self-reliance discourse it would be a temporal hierarchy: 

when the LO continued to learn and grow they would be like the INGO, but even better. The 

LO trained other organisations or actors which they considered to be in need of capacity 

building. Also this relationship was aimed towards self-reliance of the partner. These other 

organisations could also be other LOs in the network. To give an example, there were LOs 

that worked together on an assignment under another LO who was given the coordination 

role. On top of that however, the INGO advisor could step in when the coordination did not 

work out:  

  So apart from that I had to go and visit also the other LO, the one in Dar es Salaam. And to again yeah 

  take the issues with him about supporting the LOs and the need for him to know perfectly to 

  communicate with this LOs and get control of that. It wasn’t an easy thing. It was sort of a damage 

  control (interview INGO1) 

From this perspective, the hierarchy becomes inevitable. However the hierarchy was not seen 

as an essentialised entity; it is temporarily constructed through the collaboration. Also, the 

hierarchy is not seen as something negative. The higher-up organisation works through the 

lower organisation that operationalised it on the ground, in the form of an ‘aid-chain’ of 

organisations (Bebbington 2005). Some advisors even found it a pity that they were not 

operating in the field anymore but were ‘removed from reality’: 

  So from that shift in the advisory practice, it is very much informed by the fact that implementation is 

                                                           
2 N = Interviewee, V = interview assistant 
3 R = interviewer, N = interviewee (Lo2) 
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  the responsibility of the local actors, local society. We can provide advice and we need to build the 

  capacity of those local providers. In that sense, we are part removed from reality, we as INGO advisor  

 you are not in day to day contact with the farmer, but you work with organisation who are then related  

 to the farmers (interview INGO6).  

Actors who worked in this way legitimised their practice in narratives and positioned 

themselves in the participation discourse. They talked about self-reliance and localization, and 

showed that these, practically, do not go together with talking about equality and partnership. 

They, thus, selected parts of the participation discourse that they found useful in practice and 

use this as legitimation for their collaboration and joint work. The next narrative does the 

opposite. There, INGO and LO members talked about equality and partnership, but showed 

that these practically do not go together with self-reliance and localization. This relationship 

is continuous and more of a blend between the organisations instead of a temporal 

collaboration in which each organisation keeps its own distinctiveness.  

 

Partnership 

The second narrative resembled a partnership; in which partners are equal and jointly 

need each other. A partnership narrative resembles a collaboration in which both partners 

need each other, share a common goal and don’t have an intention to quit the partnership. The 

partnership narrative differed from the master-apprentice narrative in several respects. Within 

this narrative, INGO advisors and LO members saw their joint relationship as equal and 

continuous. This also made the INGOs role in development non-temporary. As one INGO 

advisor legitimised it: 

Initially we saw local organisations as part of taking over our role. So as an advisor we are still advising 

local organisations but then we start building, because we started realizing that that role is not a 

temporary role. And eh if you go to the Netherlands, there are very many advisory organisations. So 

[…] there will always be a need for organisations in society which are not part of the direct 

implementation dynamics and which can provide advice on specific aspects. So there is in that sense a 

normal organisational market. So the INGOs role is temporary in the sense that we are an external agent 

but from the overall societal and market perspective this is a role which will continue to be demanded. 

(interview INGO 6) 

Here you see that the advisor had the tendency to legitimise the continuity of the INGOs role 

in development. It seems that he thought that self-reliance was the standard and acknowledges 

that the partnership approach does not lead to direct and fast superfluousness. 

 Advisors who believed in partnership, said that LOs and the INGO are equally wise 

but in different ways. They could learn from each other, since they both have their unique 

skills and background knowledge. They used this explanation to legitimise their belief in 

equality:  

The differences are on scale not on level. I think LO2 is on the same level as the INGO. I don’t want to 

say LO2 is my arm. LO2 is the operationalisation on the local level. ( Interview INGO2) 

Again this advisor speaks about the aid-chain in which the LO has a different task than the 

INGO. However, he does not speak about the aid-chain as hierarchical but instead about the 

organisations being equal, but different. The equal relationship was about balancing needs and 

inputs. They both needed each other and depended on each others’ knowledge and input. As 

this advisor explained it:  

J
4
: I think the INGO should take their position a lot more serious. Without LOs the INGO is nothing.  

We can't do anything. [..] At this point now we can have people at the table, and in terms of these things  

                                                           
4
 J= interviewee, R = interviewer 
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that we want to talk about. Now they need scale. They don't have. But the INGO is too bloody 

expensive. 

 The INGO is becoming an LO. It is just a different proportion. But we’ll become a LO to the donor.  

You may get it as a value chain or supply chain, here is like INGO and LO and funds and then basically 

 what you can say is, there is no difference in the expectation, we are becoming an LO.  

R do you think it is a good thing? 

J: yeah I think it is a good thing, but it depends on the INGO how it will become a good thing.  

(Interview INGO2 

This advisor does not only talk about the relationship between INGO and LO, but also about 

their joint relationship with the external donor. He says that the LOs need to grow more in 

order to acquire scale. The INGO however seems to move in the opposite direction, they 

become too expensive and should ‘downsize’ to becoming an LO. Although the advisor does 

not think that is a bad thing, he wonders how the head quarters of the INGO will react and 

deal with it. Here, the uncertainty about the role and value of the INGO again plays a role. He 

sees a bright future for partnership initiatives, but wonders how the whole organisation is able 

to reach that bright future.  

 The uncertain future and the ambiguous goals of the organisation also played a role in 

the partnership narrative. When I asked whether it was the goal of LOs to become 

independent some advisors became agitated. In their eyes LOs were already independent and 

it was not the INGO’s role to improve them. A similar reaction came with the word 

‘behaviour change’. One respondent even found the use and implications of this word beyond 

the INGOs legitimacy:  

 Behaviour change is very slow, and you can not measure it [...]. This, and ‘impact’ are just useless 

  words within the INGO, we are actually creating impact too little. Also I doubt the legitimacy, who 

  are we as INGO to say that (both LOs and the government) should change their behaviour? And what  

 is then the aimed behaviour? How can we measure this and if we are there, is it then perfect? It implies 

  that the INGO is better, and knows better, but is this true? (Field notes, INGO 3/3) 

The last question also indicates that they doubt not only the legitimacy of their organisation, 

but even whether INGO advisors are in their right to legitimise their own organisation. The 

words ‘behaviour change’ and ‘impact’ belong to the jargon that is omnipresent in the 

relationship between LOs and INGOs. Both use the rather ambiguous terms to talk about their 

successes, but also about their ineffectiveness.  

 Within the partnership narrative it is particularly difficult to talk about successes and 

failures, since it is such a joint achievement. This makes partnership initiatives hard to 

evaluate: 

But, [the partnership] it is so much against our institutional reality that we have the mandate to do it,  

we have the task to do it, we have the money to do it. But it becomes difficult to do. Because also partly  

the problem now is that we can not sell this as an INGO achievement because it’s not something that  

we have done. We have facilitated it but the achievement has done [...] by the LOs. So yeah that makes 

it difficult to eh institutionalize. (interview INGO6) 

 The legitimation of the partnership narrative proved difficult to communicate to 

external stakeholders, such as donors. Donors preferred the above scenario in which the fund 

stream is aimed to finish after some time. This made that they had to balance donor’s 

requirements with their own beliefs. An LO that worked with the INGO in this way, 

complained about this ambiguity: 

At one point they say we are not donors. But at the other point they like LOs to be... and say this ... is 

donated,  is sponsored by the INGO. So it’s kind of claiming results and branding. But that is kind of 

confusing.  (Interview LO2) 

In this narrative it also becomes clear that the LO member thinks that the INGO is the donor 

itself. The INGO sees itself as a broker of donor money, and uses the uncertainties coming 
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from their broker position as a legitimising method for the claiming behaviour described 

above. This is not an easy position for them however, and the INGO advisor, who talked 

about the problem above, is therefore pessimistic about the future of the partnership practice:  

But adds up to [...] the future, it can either die a natural death or it will evolve into something else which  

fits better in our institutional setting. But yeah that fitting better in institutional structure is likely to lead  

to some loss of partnership dynamic (interview INGO6) 

The hardship of legitimising their partnership ideas, however, did not lead INGO advisors and 

LO members to stop doing it in this way. Although their practice and beliefs are surrounded 

by many uncertainties, they overcome these by talking about them. The partnership narrative 

explicitly talked about uncertainties that their approach is not easily assessable nor 

generalisable and not temporal; whereas the master-apprentice narrative tries to cope with the 

uncertainty that they still work in hierarchical and unequal ways with their partner. So both 

handle other uncertainties by talking about other certainties in legitimising ways, but both also 

acknowledge that these are not compatible. So even though the legitimation differed from a 

‘partnership- relationship’ to a ‘master-apprentice relationship’, both thought their role in the 

relationship and in development in Tanzania was indispensible and thus their development 

organisation not superfluous yet.   

 

Conclusion 

Organisations face many uncertainties (Thompson, 1967; Watkins et al, 2012) among which a 

threat to decline and eventually dissolve (Hannan and Freeman, 1988). In order to survive, it 

is important to sustain legitimacy. Legitimacy comes from external and societal sources, but 

also from within. Development actors talk in legitimising ways about their own organisational 

role, especially because they face so many uncertainties. My research question guided me 

along the process of analyzing the narratives: 

How do international and local development organisations in an uncertain 

development context legitimise their joint organisational practices?  

  My research has, firstly, shown that the development organisations in my case-study 

indeed faced many uncertainties, especially because of their capacity development approach 

and their work with partners. The INGO even described its own identity as changing and 

uncertain and appraised the LOs who captured this ‘INGO way of working’.  However, the 

INGO, as well as the local organisations, have to deal with these uncertainties, since their 

collaboration is interconnected and interdependent in an aid-chain. Their joint practices and 

joint uncertainties also resulted in a joint jargon and joint legitimation narratives. Both INGO 

and LO members talked about their joint practice as legitimate. From this I conclude that, for 

them, their organisational legitimacy depended on their collaboration and joint practice. 

‘Participation’ was thus seen as fundamental for the legitimacy of the three development 

organisations in my case-study. However, they talked about their joint practices in rather 

ambiguous words, for example ‘enhanced impact’, ‘behaviour change’ and ‘increased 

capacity’. By talking about their goals and results in ambiguous ways they construct their 

legitimacy on their uncertainties, instead despite of their uncertainties.  

   My findings showed that there were two main narratives about how actors, local and 

international alike, dealt with these uncertainties. The first narrative is based on a self-reliance 

and capacity development discourse to legitimise their master-apprentice relationship with 

local organisations. The major uncertainty that they needed to cope with is that power-

hierarchies are still playing a role in this relationship. They nuanced this by talking about 

capacity development. The second narrative contrarily brings on the partnership and equality 
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discourses to legitimise their continuing role in development. This narrative however also 

reveals an uncertainty about their practice: it is not leading to generalisable and clear results. 

This uncertainty is legitimised by comparing it with consultancy practices in the North. The 

narratives seem to interpret the post-development discourse in different ways to inform their 

practices and sustain their organisational legitimacy.  

 The narratives seem to contradict and oppose each other. However, both narratives 

have in common that they talk about the role of development organisations as still 

indispensible. The first narrative seems to adopt the self-reliance concept to talk about their 

practice as something that in the end would lead to their own decline, however, they 

legitimised their role as still valuable since ‘they are not there yet’. The other narrative 

nuances the importance of self-reliance, describes how mutual learning and knowledge 

exchange can benefit both organisations and predicts that this will be the role of development 

organisations in the future. The narratives thus portray different ways of dealing with an 

uncertain future; however in both narratives a desire for their organisation to survive 

manifests itself.  

  

Discussion and recommendations 

My case-study gave a contextualized example of how development organisations legitimize 

themselves and others in the development field. It has shown that international and local 

development organisations that cooperate face the same uncertainties, thereby supplementing 

the observations of Watkins et al (2012). Looking further, it also shows that both narratives 

consist of ambiguous words and jargon. By talking about ambiguous goals, and describing 

results in ambiguous narratives, the actors are able to legitimise that their work is still of 

value. Local actors take over this jargon and the discourses on which these are based and 

work with others in the ‘aid-chain’ in a very similar way. Ambiguity thus seems a survival 

strategy of development organisations. When reflecting on this, it seems thus that NGOs not 

only face uncertainties (Watkins et al.,2010), but also use these uncertainties in their 

legitimizing narratives. By talking about their practice and goals as ‘uncertain’ they escape 

from criticism and delegitimisation. My case-study does not have enough scope however to 

sustain this argument. More research is needed on how organisations transform their 

uncertainties in legitimizing strategies; preferable in different contexts in order to increase the 

generalisability of this argument.  

 Secondly, this study explored the paradox of the desire for organisational survival and 

future dissolution which is a gap in the organisational literature. Although there has been 

written about the threat of organisational decline (e.g. Hannan and Freeman 1988 and Bruderl 

and Schussler, 1990), the notion of an apparently ‘desired decline’ has been overlooked in the 

literature. Development organisations provided a relevant example to study this paradox, 

given the inherent struggle between development goals and organisational continuity in this 

field. The discursive approach to legitimacy helped to clarify how development discourses 

sustained both parts of the paradox: discourses informed the goal of superfluousness and 

legitimised the continuity of development organisations. Moreover, by taking a look at 

development discourses, this study also contributes to debates in the (post-)development 

literature. This study contributes to the legitimacy literature by offering a new example of 

discursive legitimation in organisations, a relatively unexplored feature of organisational 

legitimacy (Vaara et al., 2009).   

 Thirdly, I looked at how development actors legitimized their relationship with their 

partners. Lave and Wenger (1991) state that in shaping the relations of masters to apprentices 
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conferring legitimacy is most important (p 92). My analysis shows that indeed people in the 

master-apprentice relationship legitimize their relationship with the other. Self-other talk in 

the first narrative still talks in opposites and even hierarchical opposites. There is however a 

nuance in their talk: they legitimize it as temporal and express a desire for the hierarchy to be 

reversed. Also the partnership narrative is full of self-other talk. Here, there seemed to be a 

need to legitimize the equality. This supplements earlier studies on Self-Other talk in 

development settings (e.g. Crewe and Harrisson, 1998; Eriksson-Baaz, 2005). Moreover, I 

have shown how self-other talk is adapted towards the form of collaboration. With this 

explorative research I have contributed to the literature that tries to understand how 

development actors talk about themselves and others in the development field but also 

supplemented an answer to Watson et al (2012)’s question to whom development 

organisations legitimize themselves. Besides, I have given contextualized examples of how 

people talk about and legitimise their collaboration form as a master-apprentice relationship 

and the partnership relationship; thereby contributing to both theory streams on these 

phenomena (e.g. respectively Lavé and Wenger (1991) and Brinkerhoff, 2002).   

Fourthly, this study contributes to development theory. Before, the statement has been 

made that actors use the post-development discourse as a legitimising method (e.g. Cooke and 

Kathari, 2001) but the empirical examples were not sufficiently given. My case-study, shows 

how actors make use of post-development discourses to inform their practice and their 

organisation’s legitimacy. The freedom of experimenting lead to an open interpretation of 

post-development discourses and thereby shows how actors were able to selectively pick parts 

of the development discourse that suited their own approach to development. More research is 

needed here. Interesting would be to analyse how local (Tanzanian) development 

organisations legitimise their practices and role when they are not collaborating (anymore) 

with INGOs. 

Finally, this study has implications for development organisations that resemble the 

organisations in my case. My study shows how development actors, confronted with a 

continuity of uncertainties, construct a sense of certainty and legitimacy. So despite facing an 

uncertain future, they continue to believe in and work for that future. This is especially 

important for local organisations who should stay motivated in spite of the future withdrawal 

of their supporting INGOs.   

 In my study I found that both INGO and LO used legitimation narratives to give their 

own answer to the paradox of superfluousness of development organisations. In this way the 

paradox is not resolved; but remains an important question both for development actors 

themselves, for post-development theorists and for public opinion.  
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