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INTRODUCTION

BEYOND BARRIERS: OVERCOMING FUNDING AND WORKFORCE

OBSTACLES TO ACHIEVE A LOCALIZED HUMANITARIAN RESPONSE
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Concern Worldwide, with funding from USAID’s Bureau for Humanitarian
Assistance (BHA) has begun a 33-month research project examining the barriers to
the progression of localization of humanitarian aid in 5 country contexts-
Bangladesh, Malawi, NW Syria, Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), and Somalia. 

Aimed at transferability and opportunities for scale-up, this program seeks
proactive, operational solutions to funding and human resource barriers, with
particular attention to the impact of power dynamics in the system.

A central part of the research in each country context was a full day workshop
involving participants from local, national and international NGOs, as well as UN
representatives. Data presented in this report comes from the workshop pre-
survey and information collected during the workshop activities. The workshop was
held in Mogadishu - Somalia on 9 May, 2023 and saw 17 local and national NGOs, 11
INGOs and 3 UN representatives. 

 The workshop participants were split into two different rooms for the morning
session – international actors in one and local/national actors in the other. The first
session was entitled structure covered "Defining the Destination" - an analysis of
where the power is today and where it would be in an ideal situation. The
participants were asked to complete a pre-workshop survey and the data from
these questions shaped the discussion in the first part of the workshop. Top
barriers to localization were examined from the pre-workshop survey which led to
a discussion that saw local and international actors disagreeing at times on what
those barriers are. 
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The trust exercise asked participants to explore examples of types of behaviors or
situations that broke trust and that built trust. A framework for trust was presented
for participants to identify the top three most important components. The “Five
Whys" provided participants an opportunity to analyze the reasons behind the top-
ranked barriers on the pre-workshop survey. A brainstorming session allowed
participants to begin thinking creatively about solutions and analyze their
colleagues’ suggestions, which led into a plenary/parking lot session that wrapped
up any remaining questions and suggestions. 

2.2
National NGOs

2.7
INGOs and UN

LOCALIZATION SCORES (OUT OF 5)

2.4
Diaspora NGOs

Power Now Power Ideal

DEFINING THE DESTINATION 

In a pre-workshop survey,  participants were asked to rank by stakeholder who
they believed currently has the power in the humanitarian system in Somalia and
where they believed the power should be in an ideal scenario.

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140

Government

Local Actors

Communities

Local Government

Donors

International NGO

UN

0 50 100 150 200

Donors

UN

International NGO

Government

Local Actors

Local Government

Communities

The above results show that the participants believe that power in the
humanitarian system mostly rests with donors, the UN and INGOs. In an ideal
situation, it would be with the government followed by local ac﻿tors and
communities. The results indicate that the ideal power situation is effectively the
inverse of the current situation. 
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Local Actor Results

They emphasized that in order for humanitarian aid to be effective, there is a need
for security and access to vulnerable populations, which the government can
facilitate. A participant added that they perceived the government to have the most
power because it is inherently responsible for the welfare of its people. They felt that
the government should take the lead in addressing the needs of the population. 

Another participant emphasized the importance of government involvement for the
sake of program ownership and accountability. They believed that the government
should be given priority in order to align programs with national policies and
development plans. They pointed out that supporting the government's initiatives
would enable humanitarian and development organizations to work in coordination,
avoiding duplication of efforts and ensuring strategic directions are followed.

The final participant highlighted the concept of localization, where the aim is to
support the government in providing services to the communities. They emphasized
that international and local NGOs should align their efforts with the government's
strategic directions, such as national development plans or humanitarian plans. By
contributing to these plans, organizations can ensure their work is integrated into
the broader goals set by the government. They also emphasized the importance of
avoiding disjointed efforts that may undermine the government's initiatives. 

These viewpoints illustrate the participants' belief in the government's role as a key
player in the humanitarian sector. They emphasized the need for collaboration and
coordination with the government to effectively address the needs of vulnerable
populations and ensure the success of humanitarian efforts. 

International Actor Results

For the international actors, the government was ranked lower than donors, UN, and
INGOs due to perceived lack of control, accountability, and weak regulatory systems,
which allowed donors and international partners to dictate terms. However, in the
Power IDEAL scenario, survey results indicated that the government should be at the
top as the enforcing authority with regulatory power. 
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The ranking of the government was influenced by factors such as limited capacity
in terms of finances, technical expertise, human resources, and systems. Donors'
funding of government and humanitarian o﻿rganizations gave them a greater role
in decision-making. It was emphasized that the localization agenda in Somalia
cannot progress without recognizing the government's existence and role. The
National Development Plan (NDP), which sets development goals and pillars,
requires alignment of all programs and projects with its scope. 

The ranking of local and national NGOs was associated with their capacity. The
government's ownership of power and ability to set limits gave it high power, while
lack of accountability resulted in low power. International partners were seen as
having the power to observe. Participants emphasized the need to define roles
between government, international actors, and local actors. Changing times were
seen as shifting power definitions, making government stronger duty bearers.
Limited governance capacity was identified as a constraint on an actor's power
ability.
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BARRIERS TO LOCALIZATION

During this session, the workshop facilitator provided participants with sheets that
ranked different barriers based on the pre-workshop survey perspectives of local
and national NGOs, as well as international and UN actors. The purpose of these
rankings was to identify differences of opinion and explore why certain barriers
may persist. The following were the top ranked barriers per category. 

Funding through
Intermediaries

1.

Local competing with
International

2.

Only short term funding
/ no relationship to
donors. Limited quality
and multi-year funding 

3.

F I N A N C E

 International actors
prefer to conduct direct
implementation

1.

Current partnerships not
complementary or
equitable

2.

Lack of trust between
international and local
organizations 

3.

P O W E R

Only programmatic
capacity strengthening,
not institutional

1.

Lack of Pay Parity
between local and
international staff

2.

No programmatic
budget for training
needs

3.

H U M A N  R E S O U R C E S
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In the finance barrier discussion, participants highlighted challenges such as
compliance and reporting requirements, limited access to funding platforms, and
short-term funding. However, local actors disagreed with some rankings, stating
that they have made progress in finding solutions to these barriers and
emphasizing the competition for funding with international organizations. Blame
was placed on international NGOs and donors for creating barriers and limiting
access for local NGOs. The lack of attention given to local actors' input in meetings
was also mentioned as a frustration. 

Regarding human resources, international actors were surprised that the poaching
of national staff by international organizations was not ranked higher by local
actors. Local actors highlighted the challenges of capacity strengthening,
recruitment of qualified professionals, lack of pay parity, and discrepancies in
benefits and expectations between international and local NGOs. The need for
capacity assessment standardization and the focus on project activities by
international NGOs were also discussed. 

In the power discussion, international actors were surprised by the perception that
they prioritize their own agendas over local needs and the lack of respect and
resistance to change within the humanitarian sector. They emphasized the need
for improved communication, trust-building, and shared decision-making. Local
actors expressed surprise at the preference of international actors for directed
implementation, the lack of trust between international donors and local NGOs,
and the resistance to change within the sector. They raised concerns about the
credit-taking by international actors for grassroots work and the challenges of
addressing immediate crises while implementing projects. 

5

Barrier Rank Disagreements

The table below illustrates where there were differences in opinions between the
local and international actors. The number under each stakeholder group denotes
how they ranked that particular barrier on a scale of 1-10, i.e. "There is too much
focus on perceptions of risk for international actors and not enough on
accountability for populations" was ranked 6 by local actors, while it was low in
importance, 2, by the international actors.
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Local Actors
International

Actors Barriers to Localization

2 8 Local Actors have little to no relationship with donors
and it is difficult to build these relationships

4 8 Overhead or core costs no provided in sub-granting,
no non-programmatic funding available

6 2 Award management, compliance, and donor reporting
requirements are overly burdensome and difficult

3 7
There is no definition for what an organization with
full capacity looks like -difficult to prove readiness for
the work

1 6 Current partnerships between international and local
are not equitable or complementary

6 2
There is too much focus on perceptions of risk for
international actors and not enough on accountability
for populations

6

TRUST EXERCISES 
The Trust Exercise of the workshop aimed to explore the concept of trust within
the context of partnerships, both at the international and local levels. The section
consisted of various activities and discussions to identify the behaviors and factors
that break or build trust, as well as to determine the most important components
of trust in such partnerships.

A framework of trust categories was presented to the participants, which helped
them understand the different aspects that contribute to building trust. The
categories included ability, benevolence, predictability, integrity, and transparency. 
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Ability
35%

Predictability
20%

Transparency
20%

Integrity
14%

Benevolence
11%

Ability
30%

Transparency 
21%

Integrity
17%

Benevolence
16%

Predictability
16%
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Globally, the ranking of the five trust categories was very similar to that of what
was found in Somalia.  

Global Totals - National and International Organizations Combined

Somalia Totals - National and International Organizations Combined 

The most important sub-categories within the 5: 

Ability- Participation and proactivity
Benevolence- Loyalty and solidarity 

Predictability- Keeping commitments 
Integrity- Ethical values

Transparency- Information transparency 

 

The most important sub-categories within the 5: 

Ability- Participation and competence 
Benevolence- Loyalty/solidarity and task support

Predictability- Keeping commitments 
Integrity- Ethical values

Transparency- Information transparency 
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A n  e n v i r o n m e n t  i n
w h i c h  p a r t n e r s  c a n
p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  d e c i s i o n
m a k i n g

R o l e s  a n d  t a s k
a s s i g n m e n t s  a r e
c l e a r  f o r  e a c h
p a r t n e r

S h a r i n g  a l l  r e l e v a n t
i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  a
p r o j e c t  w i t h  p a r t n e r s
o p e n l y

A d h e r i n g  t o  e t h i c a l
p r i n c i p l e s ,  n o t
d i s p l a y i n g  u n e t h i c a l
b e h a v i o r s

K e e p i n g  p r o m i s e s
m a d e ,  C o m p l e t i n g
t a s k s  w i t h i n  d e a d l i n e

L O C A L I N T E R N A T I O N A LB O T H

P a r t n e r  h a s  a  l o t  o f
e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  c a n
p e r f o r m  a  t a s k
s u c c e s s f u l l y

T a k i n g  i n d e p e n d e n t
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r
t a s k s .  D o n ' t  n e e d  t o
b e  t o l d  s o m e t h i n g

C o m m u n i c a t i v e ,
h a v i n g  a n  o p e n  a n d
p o s i t i v e  a t t i t u d e  t o
p a r t n e r s

Building and Breaking Trust - Examples

L O C A L I N T E R N A T I O N A L

Trusting Partner's On the Ground
Knowledge
Providing Technical Support and Feedback
Flexibility in Timeline 
Frequent Communication
Clear Project Objectives and Strategic
Direction
Visiting Project Sites Together

Direct and Open Communication
Sharing Limitations and Concerns
Sharing Incident Reports
Site Visits
Past Letters of Accreditation
Demonstrating Commitment to
Beneficiaries

Unfair and Unclear Compliance Processes
Communicating with Anger and
Disrespect
Working Unilaterally
Delays in Funding
Inflexible Deadlines
Not Providing Admin Costs

Misinformation and
Miscommunication
False Information about Capacity
Interacting Poorly with
Beneficiaries
Delays in Deliverables

Examples of Foundational Components of
Trust in Partnership

Participants were asked to provide individual examples from their careers, where trust in a
partnership had been built or broken. 

8
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FIVE WHYS LOGIC
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In small groups, the participants took one barrier each and were tasked with
analyzing the root causes behind these barriers. To do this, they were first asked
why the barrier in question is happening and to write down the most logical one.
The group then repeated the exercise to ask why the first reason behind the barrier
is happening. This was continued five times to get to the roots of these barriers.

Below are barriers from the initial list that were used for the exercise:

Work transferred to local actors in Partnership Local Partner has Greater Acceptance in Target Areas

Lack of Equitable Partnerships
No Proper Communication Between Partners

Lack of Pay Parity INGOs have Increased Operational Duration

Capacity Strengthening is Programmatic
Only

Lack of Long Term Vision of Partnership

Funding does not go Directly to NNGOs NNGOs not Included in the Formation of Donor
Requirements

9

The following were the most common reasons behind the barriers to localization
in the Five Whys Exercise:

7 Issues pertaining to Trust 

In partnership, there is often limited consultation and inclusivity of decision
making at the program planning stages. This creates an environment of confusion
and perceived  mistrust. It was also thought that INGO's have direct access to
donors and have established trust with these donors and, therefore, don’t trust
local and national NGOs with donor communication. Not only this, but general
trust in local and national NGOs directly handling funding is missing.  

4 Resources 

Local and national NGOs often lack resources for capacity strengthening activities,
while INGOs have more experience and heavily invest in institutional and capacity
strengthening. Lacking resources also raises challenges when  hiring and
maintaining staff.  
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There is always an immediate need for staff capacity strengthening to deliver
ongoing interventions, but capacity strengthening is often programmatic in nature  
while these efforts need to be prioritized at the institutional level. Without a
commitment to adopting locally led approaches and strategies by INGOs, there  
will always be a lack of long-term vision for partnership with local organizations.

Priorities 3

3 Risk 

While it is a positive that local partners have greater acceptance in the target areas,
this also means that they bear more risk on multiple fronts. Often, there are less
restricted security standard operating procedures (SOPs) which can put
organizations in harm’s way. When it comes to mitigating risk, disproportionate
allocations of funds go to INGOs, as they are seen as having more capacity and
robust systems in place to monitor funds There is also an unwillingness to engage
in risk sharing from international actors. 

Power HR Funding

0 1 2 3 4 5

Trust

Power

Resources

Priorities

Risk

Context

Compliance

Policy

Low Capacity

Lack of Coordination

Political Issue

Global Trends

Lack of Info

Five Why's Reasoning pertaining to Power, HR, and Funding 
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create proper policies
frameworks guidelines,
good understanding of

localization

donor  - flow with
localization and principles

of localization
in mind

proper resource
sharing/funding and risk

sharing

improve transparency/
accountability for both

 INGO and LNGO

capacity strengthening of
LNGOs is needed to transfer  
skills in technology, logistics

support and institutional
support

BARRIER: 
Current partnerships between international and local actors

are not equitable or complementary
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INDIVIDUAL BRAINSTORMING

Top barriers identified by the national/local NGOs were given to small groups. They
were asked to give solutions designed with the intention to address that barrier
within one minute- the process was repeated five times. 

11

Example
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SOLUTIONS

The participants formed small groups to discuss together solutions to the barriers
that had been ranked highest in the pre-workshop survey.

LNGOs should have capacity strengthening strategies with a holistic approach,
which are linked to the strategic plan and project frameworks, with timelines and
budgets.

This solution encourages LNGOs to look inwardly at their capacity needs. It
encourages them to define what capacity means to them and to look at the term
holistically. They should do a skills audit and decide what capacities are to be
prioritized and how they will measure performance. By developing this as a
strategy, they can incorporate in proposals and are more likely to receive resources,
which is one of the barriers to this solution.

Capacity

Coordination and collaboration between LNGOs

The need for stronger collaboration among LNGOs was identified as a solution to
the barrier of LNGOs needing to compete with INGOs for funding. This would
develop a sense of association and cooperation among the LNGOs, as opposed to
the current situation which has them either in competition with each other or
working in isolation.

This solution was linked to the solutions looking for strategy and policy on
localization. Strong coordination and leadership of the LNGOs in the process of the
development, implementation and dissemination of these strategies and policies.
This coordination and collaboration will empower LNGOs to play a more
prominent role in the sector.

12
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Funding Models

Different or new funding models need to be developed in order to improve access
to funding for LNGOs. The most popular solution in the workshop was a
consortium between LNGOs to develop a grant proposal together. This would
foster the sense of collaboration between LNGOS suggested in the other solutions
and contribute to gaining the trust of the donors. If in consortium with INGOs also
it will help them address the real issues faced by local communities.

Donors should also start to provide small grants to LNGOs that will help the
organizations grow. This would help to build trust with the donor, allow
organizations to strengthen capacity and raise their visibility. 

Solutions Proposed

F I N A N C E
H R P O W E R

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

D E V E L O P  S A L A R Y
S C A L E S

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

J O I N T  R I S K
I D E N T I F I C A T I O N  P R I O R
T O  E N G A G E M E N T

D O N O R  A L L O C A T I O N  T O
I N S T I T U T I O N A L
C A P A C I T I E S

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

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

W E L L  E S T A B L I S H E D
P A R T N E R S H I P
A G R E E M E N T S

D I R E C T  C O M M U N I C A T I O N
C H A N N E L S  W I T H
D O N O R S

E S T A B L I S H  Q U A R T E R L Y
M E E T I N G  B E T W E E N  S M T
O F  T W O  P A R T I E S

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

D O N O R  E Q U A L L Y
A L L O C A T I N G  F U N D S
A M O N G  I N G O S  A N D
N N G O S
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During the final segment of the workshop, participants engaged in an open
discussion in the “parking lot”. These were issues brought up in the workshop that
were returned to at the end.  The issue of staff poaching and salary scales brought
the most discussion. Although some organizations claim to prioritize localization
by hiring local staff, there are significant obstacles that still need to be overcome,
particularly regarding salary scales and staff poaching. 

One participant highlighted that the salary disparity between international and
local NGOs is primarily influenced by the development of HR policies within local
organizations. They emphasized the need to improve these policies to prioritize
staff welfare, attract funding and support, and avoid placing blame solely on
international NGOs. However, it was also pointed out that the issue is not the lack
of qualified and skilled employees locally, but rather the tendency of individuals to
seek better opportunities elsewhere. Some international NGOs and UN agencies
disregard the policies of local NGOs regarding remuneration and benefits, leading
to dissatisfaction and staff members considering better offers. The importance of
respecting organizational policies and maintaining a balance between local and
international actors was emphasized.  

The discussion further delved into the salary scales and the gap between local and
international NGOs. It was noted that staff members in local organizations often
start with relatively low salaries and gain experience and expertise over time. This
makes them attractive candidates for international organizations offering better
benefits. To address this issue, it was suggested that local NGOs highlight the skills
and experience gained within their organizations as achievements rather than
obstacles. International NGOs should allocate funds for support costs that meet the
expectations of local staff when developing proposals and budgets. 
 
Another participant added that in emergency situations, the focus on cost-
effectiveness often overlooks the importance of skill and expertise. They
emphasized the necessity of empowering local actors and enhancing their
capacities to effectively engage with donors and promote successful localization.

14

PLENARY DISCUSSION
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The importance of recognizing the capacity and potential of different local NGOs
was highlighted, rather than generalizing their limitations. Donors were urged to
support local actors based on their capabilities and experience. The understanding
of localization expanded beyond providing a larger share of funding; it also
encompassed capacity development, system enhancement, and long-term
sustainability. Transformational partnerships based on mutual respect, co-creation,
and equal accountability were seen as crucial for achieving lasting results. 

The discussion also explored why some individuals perceive localization to be well
advanced. One participant mentioned that while some organizations claim to
apply localization by hiring local staff, they often fail to leave behind capable
organizations to continue program implementation when they leave the country.
They emphasized the need for true partnership, equitable decision-making, and
knowledge transfer. Another participant suggested the creation of a framework
partnership agreement that ensures transparency in funding allocation and fosters
the tangible implementation of localization principles.

Overall, the discussion shed light on the complex dynamics of staff poaching and
salary scales, emphasizing the need for a balanced approach and mutual
understanding between local and international actors. It underscored the
importance of respecting organizational policies, valuing the skills and experience
gained within local organizations, and ensuring that support costs adequately
address the needs of local staff. 

Moreover, the discussions shed light on the challenges of localization in Somalia,
including salary scales, staff poaching, and capacity limitations. Participants
emphasized the need to improve HR policies, empower local actors, and foster
true partnerships. Transparent mechanisms, framework partnership agreements,
and a focus on local capacity and systems were proposed as potential solutions.
While progress has been acknowledged, it was agreed that more work is needed
to achieve effective localization in the country. 
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