
Improving aid coordination is a prominent topic for internation-
al development practitioners and scholars. Weak coordination 
mechanisms among transnational and national aid partners, but 
also the thousands of NGOs, private entities, and organizations 
implementing programs on the ground, results in duplication, 
fragmentation, unpredictable finances, and overlaps in planning 
and funding. These in turn cloud efforts to make development 
work, impact, and aid flows more transparent and block the goal 
of meaningful accountability for aid results. These drawbacks 
apply to donors and aid recipients alike, given the plethora of 
programs and associated parallel financing structures and report-
ing requirements. Inefficient use of resources reduces the impact 
of aid on its intended target: poverty reduction. Recent studies 
document a 15 to 20 percent reduction in the value of aid when 
it is unpredictable and volatile. 

An international aid effectiveness agenda aims to tackle these 
complex problems. It is informed and shaped by the broad 
framework of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 
agreed to by United Nations members in 2000, with measur-
able targets for 2015. A series of international gatherings on the 

specific challenge of aid coordination was launched in 2003, 
with the first High Level Forum on Harmonization in Rome, 
where bilateral and multilateral organizations agreed to work 
towards more coordinated and streamlined processes. A second 
High Level meeting in 2005 in Paris involved aid-receiving 
countries and consolidated the agenda. The resulting Paris Dec-
laration on Aid Effectiveness outlined detailed country com-
mitments around a number of themes: ownership, alignment, 
harmonization, managing for results, and mutual accountabili-
ty. Two further High Level Forums, in Accra (2008) and Busan 
(in 2011), reiterated and elaborated these commitments and 
reshaped the implementation priorities. The goals are to devel-
op indicators to monitor aid fragmentation, support donors in 
addressing fragmentation, streamline aid relations, and build 
relationships with partner countries.

Challenges to coordination go well beyond the traditional 
aid donors. The changing aid landscape (including financial 
flows not funneled through national budgets) involves import-
ant work not just of large donors, but also the thousands of 
NGOs, foundations, companies, and other players (also known 
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as non-traditional donors). Several newer aid-providing 
countries are not part of the established networks. Widen-
ing participation in successive High Level Forums reflects 
the evolving aid architecture and the increase and diversity 
of actors. Busan attracted thousands of participants rang-
ing from governments to civil society organizations to the 
private sector. 

WHERE DO FAITH-INSPIRED ORGANI-
ZATIONS (FIOS) FIT INTO AID COORDI-
NATION EFFORTS?

From conflict resolution, to the fight against HIV and 
AIDS, to violence against women, a wide range of 
faith-inspired organizations are active development play-
ers. Although FIOs have provided development assistance 
in many forms over many decades, most are not part of 
official aid coordination bodies or mechanisms. This ap-
plies more generally to NGOs and is especially the case 
for smaller organizations that tend to work outside official 
channels and programs. Their financial flows often involve 
in-kind contributions and volunteer labor is especially 
important. There is no recognized category or grouping 
of FIOs (which may well be appropriate) but various fac-
tors, including poor faith literacy within development cir-
cles and unease or even hostility toward religious actors 
has resulted in a pattern of ignoring or excluding them. 
FIOs are notably absent from policy tables even on issues 
where their roles have deep roots (tuberculosis is an exam-
ple). Poor information and communication about ongoing 
programs, limited incentives for cooperation or alignment 
with national strategies (if and when they exist), stigma, 
and limited resources to coordinate and manage the di-
verse and chaotic nature of development programming 
accentuate coordination challenges.

Regional and sector-by-sector reviews of FIO development 
work found widely held concerns about poor coordination. 
There is considerable ambivalence among the actors about 
optimal solutions. A significant body of FIOs, especially 
larger transnational players like Catholic Relief Services 
(CRS), World Vision, and Islamic Relief support interna-
tional, national, and sectoral aid harmonization goals and 
approaches as essential for development success. It is vital, 
they agree, to “get a grip” on fragmentation that borders 
on chaos. However, there are others who hold, explicit-
ly or implicitly, that decentralization and local initiatives 
are preferable to orchestrated development strategies and 

programs. Concerns about corruption (actual and per-
ceived) fuel such attitudes but notions of religious freedom 
also contribute. Consequences are “go it alone” strategies, 
widely different monitoring and evaluation approaches, 
and reticence about sharing information publicly. Some 
organizations hold that independence allows them to 
adapt to local realities and develop contextually appropri-
ate responses. 

In short, much faith-inspired work still flies below the 
radar of most development policy makers. This obscures 
both good and bad experience and detracts from efforts 
to design and implement coherent, focused development 
strategies. An example of why this matters is lack of sol-
id knowledge about faith-inspired work in the fragile and 
conflict states where the international community is ac-
tively seeking creative ideas, experienced partners, and hu-
man resources.
 
WHERE COORDINATION WORKS: SOME 
EXAMPLES

Notwithstanding the host of challenges, a series of effective 
partnership and coordination mechanisms show what is 
possible and highlight benefits. This applies especially for 
HIV and AIDS. An especially interesting case because of 
its large scope and sensitive cultural and religious issues, 
the road to cooperation has been long. Several interna-
tional and bilateral agencies, UNICEF, UNIFEM and the 
US President’s Emergency Program for AIDS Relief (PEP-
FAR), have come to see faith leaders and communities as 
critical partners and have built elaborate relationships with 
several African FIOs.

FIO-provided healthcare can fill important gaps in a 
public healthcare system, but are not a substitute for it. 
Public-private partnerships are essential to coordinate the 
multi-faceted efforts necessary for, to take an important 
example, maternal health. Besides better monitoring and 
evaluation mechanisms to measure the success of inter-
ventions, coordination among FIOs and between FIOs, 
secular NGOs, and governments is essential in this area. 
In Guatemala, UNFPA demonstrated a successful part-
nership, working with an alliance of evangelical Chris-
tian churches to address women’s health issues. Influential 
Evangelical leaders engaged congregations, church leaders, 
women, and youth to convey messages about reproductive 
health and to train church leaders in prenatal care, clean 
and safe delivery, enabling access to Emergency Obstetric 
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Care (EmOC), pregnancy planning and spacing, respon-
sible parenting, and interpersonal communication. Other 
examples of collaboration between FIOs and multilateral 
agencies include US-based Women’s Missionary Society 
of the African Methodist Episcopal Church support for 
UNFPA’s Campaign to End Fistula.

WHO recognized early the need for a coordinating body 
for global TB work, establishing the Stop TB Partnership 
in 1998 that today engages more than 900 members, 
including national governments, research institutions, 
NGOs, and several FIOs. National level faith-inspired 
coordinating bodies are active in TB endemic countries 
today (and indeed, throughout most of the world, such 
as national councils of churches, national Islamic coun-
cils, and interfaith organizations that work together to 
fight TB). These organizations were used effectively when 
Tanzania’s National Tuberculosis and Leprosy Program 
(NTLP) and the NGO Pastoral Activities and Services for 
People with AIDS in Dar Es Salaam Archdiocese joined 
in a study to determine the feasibility of collaboration 
between NGOs and national programs providing joint 
TB and HIV and AIDS care. Lasting changes were the 
result, including improved clinical training for treating 
and counseling co-infected patients and comprehensive, 
cost and time-efficient service delivery for patients. These 
results led to general consensus on the potential for part-
nership between the NTLP and FIOs, because of their 
established community involvement.

Notwithstanding difficult challenges, some successful an-
ti-malaria campaigns actively involve religious leaders and 
communities. The Roll Back Malaria Project in Nigeria is 
a prominent example, the result of cooperation between 
the World Bank, the US Government and the Nigerian 
Interreligious Council. By working with religious leaders, 
the project reached more communities and villages than 
alternative approaches. Nene Diallo, Health and HIV/
AIDS Technical Advisor for Africare, cited other successes 
in partnerships against malaria in Senegal and Benin: “We 
work extensively with churches and faith organizations on 
the ground, on the basis that they have the most capacity 
in any given community to deliver messages and organize 
on the local level.” Doug Balfour, CEO of Geneva Glob-
al, a firm that advises philanthropists on development 
and relief aid decisions, observed that these groups have 
the advantage of attractive cost structures that often give 
them a competitive advantage, in terms of efficiency, over 
larger international organizations.

CHALLENGES TO ENGAGING FAITH-IN-
SPIRED ORGANIZATIONS IN AID COOR-
DINATION MECHANISMS 

Differing value systems (real or perceived) and dis-
trust between and among secular and religious orga-
nizations inhibit coordination. Histories of religious 
disputes and the fear of competing with established 
belief systems can lead secular organizations and/or 
governments to regard religion as irrelevant or an im-
pediment to social progress. Chairman of the Center 
for Global Development, Ed Scott, reflected: “Many 
development professionals have nothing but contempt 
for the faith-based individuals or organizations involved 
in development. They see them as basically deluded and 
ineffective, with narrow religious goals in mind.”  Some 
FIOs, in turn, view secular values as invalid or corrupt 
and perceive government mistrust as personally antago-
nistic. Stigma is also linked to broader concerns about 
religious institutions and views. Some organizations 
have proved hesitant to accept Muslim FIOs as equal 
partners in the wake of Islamic terrorism.  Concerns that 
all FIOs are motivated more by goals of proselytizing 
than of development cloud attitudes. Many NGO and 
federal funding sources regulate strictly walls between 
religious and development activities. FIOs in turn may 
refuse partnerships with these groups if they perceive 
that they compromise core missions or values.

Logistics. Poor information sharing, capacity limita-
tions, and fragmentation thwart coordination. Gaps be-
tween the rhetoric and reality of partnerships between 
FIOs, other NGOs, and government result in part from 
poor communication about how FIOs operate, as well 
as ideological differences. Some governments are eager 
to allow FIOs to work in sectors like education and 
health, yet still exclude them from policy discussions. 
Many FIOs are ineffective at sharing lessons learned and 
communicating concerns to governments and one an-
other. For example, FIO-led HIV and AIDS programs 
that deliver goods as successfully and with lower opera-
tional costs than other groups may be far less successful 
in publicizing their work. Another barrier is a lack of 
organizational capacity, including weak funding regula-
tions, proposal writing, management, personnel, train-
ing, and communications. The fragmentation created by 
the growing numbers and scattered nature of local FIOs 
further hampers effective networking, sharing of experi-
ence, and harmonization of approach.
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Financing. Larger international FIOs have sophisticated 
institutional structures to access reliable funding, but local 
grassroots FIOs depend primarily on contributions from 
congregations. Funding can be erratic, especially in poor 
communities. Politics often drives funding decisions more 
than results and quality of implementation. Dysfunction-
al financing systems distort local priorities and problems 
are exacerbated by donor priorities and especially shift-
ing “fads”. Rudimentary financial accounting practices, 
incidences of corruption, and capacity issues discourage 
partnerships with reliable funders. Religious groups and 
leaders may also hesitate to associate themselves with wid-
er marketing or financial partnerships, denouncing costs 
and evils of globalization and monetary gain. Transparency 
and accountability are serious challenges and go along with 
limited capacity and unclear standards.

PATHS AHEAD?

Focusing on shared values and goals for sustainable 
development—or, more powerfully, emphasizing the 
urgency to resolve a crisis or conflict—can bolster 
cooperation. A focus on shared priorities can counter 
stigmas and bitter histories, allowing longer term part-
nerships among faith and secular groups. 

Better information about FIO-led development work 
is key. The impact of FIOs’ long-term presence at the 
grassroots level is understudied in the broader context of 
international development. There are promising examples 
of key public-private partnerships involving FIOs that 
deliver services where state-run systems cannot reach sig-
nificant portions of the population. Fragmentation, com-
munication, and capacity issues can be overcome through 
networking relationships which are valuable means of ac-
cessing technical and programmatic information and for 
supplementing capacity constraints. Successful network-
ing approaches range from national and international sin-
gle coordinated programs to a decentralization that aims to 
“let the thousand flowers bloom” through essentially local 
initiatives.

Many FIOS need to focus on better evaluation and 
communication about their work, and to engage global 
and national strategic frameworks. Attitude barriers can-
not be overcome overnight, and not all FIOs are trans-
parent and effective, but better communication can help 
in identifying best practice and strengthening programs. 
Many governments can reach out more effectively to 
FIOs and benefit from their knowledge, experience, and 
practical assets.
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