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4 Key recommendations

•  Mutual complementarity and innovation 
provide consortia’s added value 

  Partners should focus on the comparative advantage of their 
consortium, which is provided through their collaboration. The 
variety of different members and approaches in a consortium 
requires members to consider different perspectives they probably 
wouldn’t otherwise. It will make them step out of professional 
comfort zones. This is where innovation can emerge.

 

•  Don’t underestimate organisational benefits
  Partners should not underestimate the importance of 

organisational benefits gained through a consortium. These may 
vary from new opportunities for learning and additional ‘spin 
off’ projects that may emerge as a result of the consortium’s 
existence, to cost-saving measures such as sharing service 
providers, and intangible benefits such as extended networks and 
connections, enhanced reputation or innovative thinking. All these 
can improve organisations’ immediate and future capability to 
deliver better peacebuilding.

•  Support collaboration through governance
  Consortia should set up a straightforward governance structure 

with clear roles and responsibilities, which is based on equality 
and guided by inclusive consortium culture and behaviours. 
Early project design and conceptualisation as well as consortium 
decision-making should be driven by teams responsible for 
implementation, rather than being top-down, to ensure  
programme ownership.

•  Focus on effective relationship building
  Consortia should invest early in building ownership of the project 

with key implementing colleagues both at HQ and in-country. 
This may be resource intensive but will pay dividends in a 
smoother collaborative process during the consortium’s lifetime. 
Designing and working on a joint output that is genuinely useful 
for all partners will enhance early relationship-building and will 
demonstrate the added value of consortium collaboration.

•  Clear communication helps to build strong 
foundations of trust 

  Consortium leads set the tone for the consortium culture and as 
such, they need to set the precedent of consistent, transparent 
communication and equal and fair treatment of all partners 
regardless of their geographical location, organisational size, 
budget or contributions. Equality is key for trust-building and 
consortium buy-in.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS
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•  Collaboration doesn’t happen by itself
  Consortium leads need to strike the right balance between giving 

partners the necessary autonomy as individual organisations, 
whilst at the same time constantly observing the level of partner 
interactions and pushing for collaboration when needed.

•  Collective review processes are essential for 
adaptive decision-making

  Partners should ensure reviews are built into programming at 
regular points, to ensure changes can happen as needed and not 
just be left to the mid or end point of project implementation. 
Reviews are integral to adaptive processes, as a key mechanism 
to ensure changes are based on evidence-based decisions. In a 
consortium, reviews need to be collective — not only to increase 
the comprehensiveness of the review, but also to increase buy-in 
to the collective vision and objectives of the programme.

•  Time and resources for adaptation should not 
be underestimated

  Donors shouldn’t underestimate the time and resources required 
for adaptive programming. A key element of adaptivity is ensuring 
a regular record of the changes that have been made and why, 
which takes considerable amount of time and is essential to allow 
for reflection and learning, and to demonstrate that changes are 
made based on evidence-based decisions. Additionally, consortium 
coordination takes time and this additional workload and 
accountability needs to be recognised and funded appropriately.

•  Inception/design phases should be used for 
operational design of programming

  Design/inception stages should focus not just on designing 
intervention logics and programme theory, but allow planning 
across all levels of the programme, and be resourced to do 
so. Nine months of inception for a new and large consortium 
is adequate time for implementation design. Bearing in mind 
this additional cost and time, it is apparent that longer-term 
investments in integrated and collaborative programming are 
likely to see better value for money overall, with larger up-front 
investments paying off in later years.

•  Methodologies can complement each other
  Consortia should use a variety of methods, selecting approaches 

based on the issues explored and the nature of the programme, 
not changing programming to fit evaluation approaches. 
Integrating research, both qualitative and quantitative, with 
implementation requires time and effort to be spent on 
overcoming differences between how different partners work.
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Graphic 1: Smart Peace structure. Source: Conciliation Resources

INTRODUCTION

Partnerships in the peacebuilding sector are by no means a new phenomenon. Similarly, 
neither is the concept of having to respond to changing contexts and circumstances. 
Over recent years the peacebuilding and development sectors have seen a shift towards 
applying adaptive management approaches as well as more consortia and fewer bilateral 
grants, partially based on the assumption that they bring better value both for the donor 
as well as the recipients. 
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To turn this assumption — that the consortium model facilitates adaptation and collaboration and 
brings better programming results — into an empirical fact will require a lot more research to be 
done. The emerging literature and evidence is still scarce, partially because consortia are relatively 
new in the peace sector and because evaluating their impact in inherently complex, conflict-affected 
areas is a long-term endeavour. UK Aid Connect, the flagship programme created to support 
adaptive and innovative consortia which Smart Peace is part of, is a great laboratory, which we hope 
will further our understanding and bring fresh perspectives on adaptive consortia working.

This paper doesn’t claim to offer empirical evidence towards this assumption. Rather, it hopes to 
reflect on our lived experience of setting up, managing and working within a large, international 
consortium for the past 2.5 years. In section 1, we discuss key barriers within a collaborative, adaptive 
consortium setting. Sections 2 and 3 address the questions of how to set up effective partnerships 
and how to build adaptive processes into programme set-up and planning, and section 4 summarises 
key lessons from Smart Peace for both NGO practitioners and donors.
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What is an adaptive consortium?
The term ‘consortium’ has been widely used to describe a particular bespoke form of 
partnership, which does not necessarily have a shared, accepted definition beyond each 
specific situation, because ways of working in different consortia vary widely. There are 
many kinds of consortia, from loose federations which consult on and review separately 
conducted work, through to fully shared working approaches. And they can be very 
devolved or centrally managed. The right approach will depend on the goals being pursued 
and the set-up of the consortium members. A consortium is different from a partnership in 
that it goes beyond the loose notion of partnership to joint design and delivery of common 
aims, with a more structured form of governance arrangement. For the purpose of this 
paper we refer to consortia as ‘a grouping of organizations that jointly participate in the 
design and delivery of a particular objective’.1 

The notion of ‘adaptivity’ is used in this paper to go beyond mere flexibility. Flexibility in 
programming indicates an ability for programmes to adjust activities and interventions, 
whereas adaptivity refers to programmes where flexibility is possible in response to  
evidence-based decisions and regular reflection on contexts, changing conflict, political 
and relationship dynamics and emerging evidence. 

 
 

What is Smart Peace?
Smart Peace is a four-year programme funded by UK Aid for strategic conflict resolution 
in fragile and conflict-affected regions. It is implemented by a specialist global consortium 
comprising The Asia Foundation (TAF), the Behavioural Insights Team (BIT), the Centre for 
Humanitarian Dialogue (HD), the Center for Security Studies at ETH Zürich (CSS), Chatham 
House, International Crisis Group, and Conciliation Resources as the consortium lead. The Smart 
Peace consortium combines expertise in conflict analysis, community dialogue, political level 
mediation, evaluation, policy influence and behavioural science to deliver targeted and adaptive 
conflict resolution interventions in the Central African Republic (CAR), Myanmar and Nigeria.

1 Macharia, D. Are Consortia a Good Way Forward? Oxfam Learning Paper, (Oxford: Oxfam, 2016)

1. BARRIERS FACING ADAPTIVE AND 
COLLABORATIVE PEACEBUILDING

Before diving into the practicalities of consortium settings and adaptive practices in 
peacebuilding, it’s important to understand the challenges and barriers that prevent 
organisations from joining consortia and delivering their intended added value through 
adaptiveness and collaboration. 

Based on over two years of implementing an international adaptive consortium called Smart 
Peace, and responses from over 130 practitioners who attended an online roundtable on 
adaptive consortium working we organised in November 2020, the key barriers identified 
relate to: time, resources, bureaucracy, complexity, uncertainty, misunderstanding, lack of 
acceptance, stakeholders (including donors) and power balance. What follows is by no  
means an exhaustive list, but rather a summary of key challenges our consortium observed.  
Lessons related to the identified barriers are further discussed in sections 2 and 3.



Hierarchy may prevent collaboration

The backbone of consortia are governance structures and leadership. Consortia typically include 
one lead organisation or agency directly accountable to a donor for the overall project delivery. 
This position provides the lead organisation with responsibility and accountability but also with 
preferential access to the donor, which may result in misrepresentation of partners’ work in a way 
they may not agree with. The lead partner often is the primary receiver of funds directly from a 
donor and serves as a disbursement body for others. Whilst practical for multiple reasons, this 
cascaded set-up creates an inherent power imbalance between consortium partners. If not managed 
carefully, the lead risks reinforcing a further hierarchy onto consortium partners, which may prevent 
a genuine collaboration, thus minimising its benefits for project delivery. The risk of this happening is 
especially prominent if a consortium doesn’t function in an inclusive and participatory way.
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Graphic 2: Polling results from external roundtable discussion organised by Smart Peace in 
November 2020. Source: Chatham House
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Smart Peace was initiated in late 2018 as a four year project of approximately £12 million pounds. In 
2021, following the decision to reduce the UK’s spending on Overseas Development Assistance, and 
similarly to many other UK Aid programmes, Smart Peace received notice of early programme closure 
and will be closed over a year ahead of its original closure date.
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Internal systems may not be set up for adaptive 
management and consortium work
Another key barrier to adaptive consortium working are internal systems and processes of the 
implementing organisations which aren’t always set up for adaptive project management. Partners 
utilise their own organisational systems and preferred ways of working, which can be difficult to 
marry within one project. Financial processes — including competing internal deadlines, approach to 
exchange rates, different accounting practices or varying legal obligations across different countries 
— may feel like ‘dry’ technical aspects, but are a core part of building a new consortium. The approach 
to exchange rates was a particular obstacle for Smart Peace, which was resolved because partners 
and the donor were willing to tweak and adapt existing processes to fit around consortium needs.

Internal pressures may lead to resistance to participate
Challenges with internal systems and processes described above will likely require compromises 
and adaptations from operations colleagues, including monitoring and learning (MEL), finance or 
compliance. New requirements may create concerns that engaging in an adaptive consortium will 
result in heavier workload or be too difficult to implement within an existing organisational system. 
All of these are genuine concerns which can lead to internal pressures and resistance to participate. 

Consortium members need sufficient buy-in beyond the individuals directly participating, to mitigate 
risks of de-prioritising the project when inevitable staff turnover happens. Wide organisational 
support is equally important to tackle possible resistance to adapting existing organisational systems 
and processes. It is important to bring technical and operations colleagues on board at the design 
stage and resource their engagement appropriately, especially as some negotiations may take a few 
months to resolve. Flexibility from all parties, including the donor, is necessary to establish functional 
processes that will work for everyone.

Diversity brings challenges and managing it may be 
time consuming
A distinct feature of consortia is typically a large number of people involved across multiple 
organisations and departments, particularly as many consortia try to bring together organisations 
from different sectors. The larger the consortium, the more people and perspectives that need to 
align to make it work. Working with people from various backgrounds, languages and cultures can 
lead to problems with communication, misunderstandings and power dynamics, as well as lack of 
acceptance and trust. We experienced that language barriers in particular make interactions more 
difficult, and lead to loss of information (in meetings, reports or documents) and time (through 
translations and interpreting), which in turn leads to questions of efficiency, and slower relationship 
building between partners.

A key barrier to effective collaboration often results from different organisational cultures and 
methodologies used. Our experience tells that clarification of methodologies and jargons used by 
partners at the project design stage proved essential for effective collaboration later on, e.g. through 
developing shared planning and monitoring tools that use language everyone understands and 
identifies with. Equally important is to create an overarching consortium vision that all members 
can sign up to at the onset, whilst appreciating the individual missions that organisations have 
independently as part of their consortium work.
 

Methodologies may not be compatible
 
In the peace sector, there has long been a tradition of learning from practice through research. 
The integration of research and implementation can raise challenges when partners bring different 
practices and ways of working, particularly when combining quantitative research with smaller scale 
interventions. Integrating quantitative data into peacebuilding brings challenges, which are further 
discussed in section 4, but one of the key barriers is that quantitative research requires substantially 
large sample sizes of hundreds or thousands, which peacebuilding interventions often don’t provide.



There are also key ethical considerations, such as whether or not to implement control groups, and if 
so how to ensure key people’s participation or decide which communities will be included in a study 
and which ones will be left out. From a practitioner’s view, such decisions may impact the ongoing 
and often long-standing relationships with targeted communities, which needs to be carefully 
considered and which may not be immediately obvious to a researcher. Researchers, on the other 
hand, need to maintain certain principles to ensure research rigour and appropriate methodology, 
e.g. that the treatment between intervention and control participants isn’t contaminated. Those 
considerations may not be immediately obvious to a practitioner, and whilst the dilemma between 
research inclusivity and sensitivity and research rigour isn’t necessarily opposing, the compatibility of 
the two needs to be explored as early as possible.

Adaptation requires time
Time for adaptation is a central challenge. Using truly adaptive 
principles, as opposed to mere flexibility, requires embedding 
regular points of reflexive analysis and reviewing intervention 
logics to enable evidence-based decision-making. For the 
processes to be done inclusively and collaboratively, and be 
adequately documented to capture the reasons behind change, 
takes a considerable amount of time and resources. In the current 
funding climate there is a tension between the actual time it takes 
to be adaptive (and, inevitably, the resources this requires) and 
the lack of long-term investments by donors. 

Long-term adaptive programming based on gender-sensitive 
conflict analysis and evidence from evaluation and regular 
reflections significantly enhances a programme’s value for money 
by ensuring that assumptions are continuously interrogated, 
that decision-making is based on evidence and lessons, and that 
interventions are geared towards supporting desired change and 
progress by building up on aspects that work and scaling down 
those that don’t work. This is the core of adaptation, which can’t 
be achieved without a substantial amount of time and resources 
for reflections and redesign.

Donor systems and approaches may not be 
‘adaptation friendly’

 
A key building block for adaptive consortium working is the approach of a donor, which is formed 
by individual donor representatives as well as by the institution itself. The challenge often is that 
even if individual donor representatives are supportive of adaptive programming, the institutional 
requirements, translated within reporting templates, are often not set up for adaptive programming. 
From rigid logframes and questions in narrative reporting templates to requirements to seek 
approval for every little budgetary change or inability to roll over funds between financial years: 
these are barriers that create an inherent challenge of having the space to be adaptive without 
adequately flexible reporting tools. 

At the same time, it is often time consuming to fit these around adaptive ways of working, which 
takes away the valuable time that could be otherwise spent on implementation. In conflict-affected 
environments where the context changes on a daily basis, meaningful reporting against set results 
frameworks and rigid budget lines is nearly an impossible task, which we recently experienced in 
Myanmar, where the Smart Peace partners’ activities were all reassessed due to the recent coup. 
Our experience tells that reporting on changes in conflict dynamics and relationships,and the 
consortium’s contribution to those, is proven to be more valuable and meaningful than reporting 
against a predefined set of indicators.

10 Barriers facing adaptive and collaborative peacebuilding
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2. PARTNERSHIP SET-UP FOR BETTER 
PEACEBUILDING
The purpose of a consortium goes beyond coordination of different skill sets and 
approaches. It needs to create an added value for all involved by (i) demonstrating a 
clear collaborative advantage whereby a group of partners can collectively deliver more 
than the sum of their own parts, and (ii) delivering benefits to all partners. One of the key 
factors that differentiate consortia from partnerships is a clarity about shared goals and 
design of approaches that consider the different skills that organisations have and utilises 
them in an effective way to work towards one shared objective. This section provides our 
reflections on key aspects of building a functional consortium.

A truly collaborative consortium will push us  
to think and do things differently

 
In areas where partners work together (especially for the first time), they need to consider new and 
possibly different perspectives and add a level of flexibility and creative thinking that they probably 
wouldn’t otherwise. It will require them to step out of their professional comfort zones, which isn’t 
easy, but is needed for innovation to emerge. Working in consortia, especially when the partnership 
involves programmers and researchers, means learning about each other’s limitations, building our 
knowledge and trust of the other’s needs, and allowing enough time, space and resources to foster 
innovative and flexible thinking to find collaborative solutions. 

Mutual complementarity is key for consortia’s  
added value 
Meaningful engagement in a consortium, and the comparative advantage it brings, can improve the 
way in which we do peacebuilding by harnessing each other’s skills and sharing contacts, technical 
expertise and data. Organisations who have strong and lasting relationships with local communities 
can open spaces in areas that are often hard to reach for researchers. For instance, through the Smart 
Peace consortium, the Behavioural Insights Team were able to tap into the expertise of The Asia 
Foundation in Myanmar to ensure their research questions were relevant for the local context, well 
translated and culturally sensitive. 

Vice versa, research or think-tank organisations who have extensive visibility and reputation 
can open opportunities for programming teams, for example by introducing them to new policy 
actors and networks, expanding the reach of their policy events by co-hosting or supporting 
event outreach, and using their existing reputation towards wider consortium goals. Similarly, 
different programming partners may be engaging with actors on various levels of a peace process 
(community level, local authority/district levels and national/international) and their mutual 
collaboration is likely to lead to a more inclusive peacebuilding practice as a result.

There are multiple organisational benefits that can be 
gained from consortia
When thinking of added value, it’s important to acknowledge not only the impact and results from 
joint analysis, collective thinking and the peacebuilding work itself, but to also consider organisational 
benefits gained through working in a consortium, which may easily be overlooked. For instance, 
resource gains can include financial and organisational benefits, not only through additional funding 
but also in separate ‘spin-off’ projects that wouldn’t happen without the consortium collaboration or 
networks. These can offer new opportunities for work and learning beyond the programme in question. 

11Partnership set-up for better peacebuilding
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Furthermore, cost savings can be made, for example, through sharing service providers, offices or 
templates to avoid organisations reinventing the wheel. Organisations might also benefit from non-
financial gains such as support from volunteers, research students or other pro bono inputs provided 
by another consortium member. Equally important for a consortium’s added value are intangible 
benefits that can improve consortium partners’ future capability to deliver, including new networks 
and connections (e.g. by benefiting from contacts from other partners), increased legitimacy and 
reputation (e.g. by working on a project with more established partners), knowledge and capacity 
building (e.g. by learning new MEL methods), or innovative thinking.

Smart Peace ‘spin-off’ projects and activities
Collaboration between partners can lead to innovation both within and outside of a 
consortium. The Smart Peace experience demonstrates the benefit of bringing diverse 
partners together in sparking new ideas. Increased awareness of each others’ expertise 
and work has allowed partners to think creatively about how to partner on initiatives that 
bring new elements to their individual work. 

Despite not being a Smart Peace context, TAF, CSS and BIT were able to combine 
expertise in election monitoring, behavioural analysis and quantitative evaluation to 
develop an initiative around the Bangladesh elections in 2019 after the partners came 
together for an inception workshop in 2018.

Thanks to the strengthened contacts through Smart Peace, CSS and HD started 
a collaboration on assessing the impact of HD’s local level mediation work in the 
Philippines. At the time of writing, this innovative experiment is still running and the 
outcome uncertain, yet it provides a useful real-life example of research-practice 
collaborations that help to strengthen and professionalise peacebuilding practice.

As COVID-19 created new challenges, partners were able to respond more effectively 
where they could combine efforts. For example, in Myanmar, partners were able to 
leverage BIT’s expertise in public health messaging on COVID-19 elsewhere in the world, 
as BIT supported TAF’s local partners in raising awareness of COVID-19 in a conflict-
sensitive way. Thanks to TAF’s contacts the results of their joint effort were then shared 
with Myanmar’s Ministry of Health and UNICEF in Myanmar.

How can governance of a programme support 
collaboration?
It is important to acknowledge that every consortium is different and there is no right solution or 
blueprint for effective consortium governance. However, we can extract a few general principles from 
the Smart Peace experience that we believe support good consortium governance.

Firstly, the consortium set up should be straightforward, where everyone understands their 
responsibilities and where expectations for oneself and others are clearly defined. This includes a 
comprehensible and not overcomplicated governance structure (e.g. Steering Committee, thematic 
working groups, secretariat), with a reasonable number of coordination meetings which don’t take 
up the majority of people’s time, and consistency and clarity of reporting requirements which ensure 
necessary accountability to the donor. 

Secondly, it’s important to ensure that decision-making, project design and early 
conceptualisation aren’t top down but are driven by operational colleagues closest to the work; 
and that strategic decisions are based on the strongest knowledge and evidence, including ‘lived 
experience’ from the ground. This was particularly important for project buy-in and ownership from 
those colleagues who were not part of the early design or proposal writing stage. Reflecting back, 
the initial idea of Smart Peace came from HQ-based colleagues and, despite our best efforts to drive 
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the project by country teams, the initial conceptualisation and early strategic decisions were mostly 
done at HQ level, which in turn led to a more difficult operational start as the implementing teams 
had not enough ownership of the project. 

Ownership from all partners, including early buy-in from operations colleagues and senior 
management, are important enabling factors for smooth collaboration. Especially when senior 
management of the participating organisation is actively behind the consortium, it sends an important 
signal to staff that the organisation sees a value in participating which helps get everyone on board.

And finally, governance structures which support collaboration need to be based on equality 
and guided by inclusive consortium culture and behaviours. The most effective decision-making 
mechanisms are those that balance inclusivity with pragmatism and efficiency, which may look 
differently for different consortia. It is essential to set up inclusive principles of governance from the 
onset to support collaboration. Smart Peace established a truly inclusive governance structure that 
includes collective decision making, equal representation, openness and transparency, especially 
when it comes to strategic and monetary decisions. The key pillars of inclusive governance in Smart 
Peace are further explained below.
 

Mechanisms for inclusive governance in Smart Peace
 
•  Devolved decision-making where strategic and operational 

decisions are made at a country level. To enable consortium 
coordination at a country level, joint structures are set up to 
meet monthly and are coordinated by appointed hub leads.

•  Steering Committee is made up of all organisations and 
includes colleagues from both country and HQ level. It is used 
for oversight/approval of significant adaptations (e.g. budget) 
and makes decisions through consensus. It meets regularly 
(quarterly), not just when changes are needed. 

•  Consortium Management Team (CMT) oversees consortium 
collaboration across contexts and partners and consists of 
two representatives from the consortium lead organisation. 
CMT plays a critical role in setting up and maintaining a culture 
of collaboration, which may sometimes mean pushing for 
collaboration when needed. CMT is responsible for collective 
reporting to the donor and serves as the first point of contact 
both internally and externally.

•  Principles of engagement are agreed upon by everyone at the 
beginning and regularly reflected upon. Though work may change 
and adapt to changing contexts, principles of how partners 
are working together and their commitment to collaboration 
is continuously checked against. For example, principles of 
partnership and collaboration can be used as criteria when 
assessing whether a particular piece of work should be prioritised 
over others, scaled down or dropped entirely.

•  Different levels of reporting, where narrative reporting and planning is done jointly on a country 
level and is coordinated by a hub lead, whereas financial reporting is done by individual partner 
organisations. This system enables us to marry the operational needs of each organisation with a 
need for collaboration by the consortium. 

Finding and 
setting up the 
most appropriate 
and effective 
governance 
structure for a 
consortium may 
take a while and 
it’s perfectly 
fine to start off 
with a temporary 
structure that  
evolves 
(organically  
or experimentally) 
over time.
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What are effective relationship-building methods?

Project design driven by teams responsible for implementation

Creation of consortia is often led from HQs which may create feelings of imposed collaboration 
for in-country colleagues. Investing early in building ownership of the project by key implementing 
colleagues, both at HQ and in-country, may be resource intensive but will pay dividends in a smoother 
collaborative process. In-person inception workshops proved to be a great vehicle for relationship 
building, enabling buy-in from all key personnel involved, however one needs to be aware of their 
limitations. We’ve observed that even though in-person contact is invaluable and essential in early 
planning and relationship-building stages, it needs to be complemented with intensive follow-
up discussions and planning which can more easily happen online or regionally/locally amongst 
in-country colleagues. In-person inception workshops themselves are not enough to establish 
project buy-in, and it’s the intensive follow-up and practical outcomes at the time when the project 
momentum is strong that helps to solidify key consortium relationships, collaborative culture and 
project ownership. A small investment in teleconferencing equipment during the inception phase paid 
major dividends in facilitating digital communications later.

Joint output that is genuinely useful for all partners

Another useful vehicle for relationship building in a consortium setting proved to be designing and 
working on a joint output that is genuinely useful for all partners. It may be difficult to identify a 
suitable opportunity for a joint output, especially at the beginning of a new partnership. However, it 
doesn’t need to be a big initiative. On the contrary, a small-scale joint output that may be produced 
for internal purposes of the consortium (e.g. a provocative opinion piece, a confidential conflict 
analysis or a practical consortium communications plan), is a great way to plant the seeds for 
collaboration and demonstrate the value add. For example, Smart Peace partners in Myanmar bonded 
over a candid conflict analysis produced only for their internal purposes, which sparked collective 
discussions that led to some partners re-strategising their own approach and shifting their focus 
from national level federalism-focused work to more grassroot activities. As with any aspect of 
collaboration, joint outputs require investments of time, resources and commitment. However, if done 
well they are an effective vehicle for fostering collaboration, not only at the project onset but also 
later on when collaboration may be stagnant or when morale is low.

What is important to discuss during a consortium 
inception/design stage?
•  What is the consortium’s commitment to collaboration and innovation?

•  What are the roles and responsibilities of key colleagues involved?

•  Who is responsible for coordination and at which levels? Acknowledge coordination as 
an additional responsibility which should be resourced appropriately.

•  Who is responsible for cross-consortium learning? Should a concrete person/team be 
tasked with finding opportunities for partner collaboration?

•  How are partner approaches, methodologies and ways of working compatible  
(especially when combining qualitative and quantitative methods)?

•  What are potential avenues for collaboration? Be as concrete as possible.

•  What are the limitations for collaboration?

•  How much will the consortium lead (i) manage the other member’s participation, and  
(ii) speak on their behalf to the donor?

•  What are the realistic ambitions to be delivered within the budget available?
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Case study: 
Dialogue facilitation guide in Nigeria
An interesting opportunity for collaboration emerged in year 2 of Smart Peace in 
Nigeria, where partners have been working together on the creation and review of 
dialogue facilitation guidelines. As the majority of our activities in Nigeria include 
dialogues on reintegration of people formerly associated with Boko Haram, hub 
partners took advantage of the behavioural science expertise of the BIT to review 
their facilitation practices and design a guide for dialogue facilitators, infused with 
behavioural science methods for more impactful facilitation. This joint output not only 
directly contributes to the overarching objective of the hub but also  
has the potential to inform dialogue facilitation practices in Nigeria and the 
peacebuilding sector.

Clear communication builds strong foundations 
of trust between consortium members

Communication needs to be established in a clear, open and 
transparent manner in order to build strong foundations of 
trust between consortium members. Although correctness and 
professionalism are responsibilities carried by everyone, the 
consortium management team has a specific role to play when 
it comes to communication, given its unique oversight of the 
whole project. The consortium management sets the tone for 
the consortium culture and as such, it needs to treat all partners 
equally and fairly, regardless of their geographical location, 
organisational size, budget or contributions. 

The tricky part is to strike the right balance between giving 
all partners the necessary autonomy, whilst at the same time 
constantly observing the level of partner interactions and, when 
needed, pushing for collaboration — which from our experience, 
doesn’t happen by itself. During the Smart Peace project design 
stage, partners agreed a set of principles for partnership, 
collaboration and joint decision-making to set everyone on the 
same page, but also to have a basis to revert to should this ever 
be needed. In our communications plan, which was co-written by 
all consortium partners, we agreed an emergency communications 
procedure to follow in case it’s ever needed. Both documents, 
produced at the outset of the project, served as an informal yet 
essential mutual reassurance of our newly established consortium 
and set a clear guidance for the future.

The tricky part is 
to strike the right 
balance between 
giving all partners 
the necessary 
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3. BUILDING ADAPTIVITY
To ensure adaptation goes beyond mere flexibility, processes and mechanisms within 
programmes must enable evidence-based decisions for change. Adaptation requires 
planning, and adaptive processes need to be deliberately built into all programmatic 
stages, including design and implementation. 

There is no one specific way for adaptation to be built into 
programme processes; however, the Smart Peace experience 
provides a potential framework and key lessons for building 
adaptive management into peacebuilding and conflict resolution 
programmes. Whilst in these sectors long-term interventions 
have needed to take flexible approaches to respond to changing 
dynamics, adaptive management processes are newer. Many of 
these lessons would also relate to other programmes within the 
wider development sector.

Working across different contexts, Smart Peace has set up 
adaptive processes at all levels of programming. These allow 
decisions to be made by those closest to implementation, 
within a framework that draws on engagement of peers and 
collective analysis happening at multiple levels. This framework 
sees programmatic decisions and adaptations made at hub level 
within hub level frameworks. Hub theories of change are used to 
jointly analyse the context and interventions, and to frame hub 
level decisions. These fit within a wider framework of the cross-
consortium results framework and theory of change. Theories 
of change are one tool for adaptive management, which will be 
discussed in more detail below.

Traditional project 
management

Constrained by specific 
timeframes and outputs

Flexible 
programming
Ability to change 

outputs within wider 
interventions

Adaptive 
programming

Outputs and 
interventions can 
change based on  

regular review and 
evidence 

Figure 1: Difference between flexible and adaptive programming
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The Smart Peace approach to adaptive 
management 
•  The overarching theory of change (TOC) captures the long-term outcomes that the 

programme expects to contribute to and the interlinkages between them and the 
expected impact of the programme. The overarching TOC is used to reflect on the 
overall direction and progress of the programme.

•  The overarching results framework builds on the TOC and includes indicators for 
measuring change across the programme. This results framework is used for evaluating 
overall progress towards results of the programme on a yearly basis. 

•  Hub level TOCs fit into Smart Peace’s overarching TOC, ensuring results at hub level 
support wider results across the programme. These were developed in a participatory 
manner at the project inception, and are focused on specific areas of work partners will 
do in each hub. The hub TOC is reviewed on a regular basis. Whilst hub partners should 
be coming together at least monthly in catch up calls, it is expected the hub level TOC 
will be explicitly considered by the hub at least quarterly, and will also be useful in peer 
review discussions. Regular reflections and reviews allow hubs to recognise any change 
in assumptions, for example, that might necessitate changes in activities or in the TOC. 
This is vital considering the adaptive nature of the programme and the complex and 
changing contexts each hub is working in. 

•  In each hub, each partner will develop intervention TOCs to understand the intervention 
logic of their specific activities. They are developed by partners in different ways (to 
avoid duplication of existing internal processes in different consortium organisations), 
but the consortium management will collate these to support consortium-wide learning. 
Intervention TOCs should feed into the planning, design and review of hub level TOCs, 
which then fit within the cross-consortium TOC.

•  Monitoring and evaluation mechanisms are used at all levels of the programme to not 
just measure progress of interventions, but reflect on change more widely. Smart Peace 
benefits from consortium partners’ varied processes and mechanisms, utilising a range 
of monitoring and evaluation processes, which are described in further detail below. 

Hub level  
Theory of 
Change

Consortium level Theory of Change

Hub level  
Theory of 
Change

Hub level  
Theory of 
Change

Project 
level 
TOC

Project 
level 
TOC

Project 
level 
TOC

Project 
level 
TOC

Project 
level 
TOC

Project 
level 
TOC

Figure 2: Smart Peace Theory of Change structure

Developed at  
co-creation phase

This will be developed in each 
hub with the participation of 
implementing and research 
partners working in each 
context

To be completed by each 
implementing partner 
individually in the excel form
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What are effective processes for adaptive 
management?
Collective review processes are essential for adaptive  
decision-making
Review processes are integral to adaptive processes, as a key mechanism to ensure changes are 
based on evidence-based decisions. Reviews need to be built into programming at regular points, 
to ensure changes can happen as needed and not just be left to a mid or end point of project 
implementation. In Smart Peace, reviews happen at different levels and to different degrees of 
formality. Partners come together informally at hub level every month, whilst there are more 
formalised review processes that happen quarterly and annually. 

Whilst reviews could be done by individual decision-makers, in a consortium programme it is vital 
that review processes are collective. One key element of good reviews are divergent perspectives, 
and a key advantage of the Smart Peace consortium is that the hub structures bring in these 
perspectives and increase learning. The Smart Peace set-up deliberately brought in partners with 
different perspectives, through bringing together research and implementation partners, as well as 
partners working in the same contexts but on different aspects of peacebuilding. This has enabled 
the collective review process to be stronger, by ensuring different viewpoints are heard. The 
collective reviews not only increase the comprehensiveness of the review by bringing in different 
perspectives, they also increase buy-in to the collective vision and objectives of the programme. 

Using TOCs at different levels can support more comprehensive 
understanding and bring partners together
Smart Peace uses integrated theories of change to understand the multiple stages of programming, 
and how they interlink. In Smart Peace, deliberation on this process reflected on partners’ different 
use and experience of TOCs, with some finding them more essential than others. Allowing partners 
to develop intervention TOCs using their own processes helped ensure buy-in and prevent 
duplication of efforts. Additionally, partners found the meetings and conversations to discuss 
collective work and understanding that informed the TOCs at hub level to be critical for developing 
understanding of each others’ work, the context and further opportunities. The process was as 
important, if not more so, than the output itself.

In this case the process ensured a collective understanding of the 
wider programme vision and a practical understanding of what this 
means in each context and how the specific activities of operational 
and research partners fit into the wider theory of change. Hub 
level TOCs have been a particularly useful way to build adaptability 
and also ensure shared understanding of different activities and 
processes. 

Adaptive processes require MEL methods that 
facilitate learning and regular reflection on 
the programme
As Smart Peace — which utilises a range of different MEL 
processes — shows there is not a single methodology that fits all 
programmes (or even parts of a programme). Smart Peace utilises 
multiple methods, to benefit from partners’ different experiences 
and expertise and to ensure methods are best suited to the 
challenges of each context. By not forcing different methods on 
partners, Smart Peace ensures there is buy-in for the methods 
used as they are more likely to have been used by the partners 
previously and avoids duplication of efforts, where partners may 
have used their own MEL methods in addition to those imposed. 

A key lesson from the mosaic of different methods is that 
methodologies can complement each other. For example, 

Hub level 
TOCs ensured 
a collective 
understanding 
of the wider 
programme vision 
and a practical 
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what this means  
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and how the 
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of operational  
and research 
partners fit into 
the wider TOC.
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Sensemaker is rich to bring in qualitative information but it is even richer when complemented 
by quantitative methods like the one led by CSS in CAR. Ensuring partners coordinate and share 
information is key to maximising benefit from these different methods. However, there are potential 
issues to bringing in multiple methods across programmes. For example, it can create challenges of 
comparison as not all data can be compared equally. Similarly, different partners may be more or less 
invested, based on how involved they have been with the process to date. This could mean data is 
less likely to be used collectively, for example to reinforce advocacy messages, as partners who are 
not involved in the data collection process may not have enough confidence in the results.

Whilst quantitative processes are not often associated with 
peacebuilding work, they are an important tool for understanding 
the change (or lack of) that is created, in combination with 
qualitative assessments. There is increasing importance placed on 
quantitative assessments, particularly in response to the need for 
donors and international NGOs (INGOs) to demonstrate value and 
to understand comprehensively what has worked and what hasn’t. 
In recent years, donors have specifically put more resources and 
funding into quantitative and mixed-methodology assessments, to 
understand how to better address the significant challenges they 
are trying to influence. Quantitative data can be powerful, but 
doesn’t always fit all issues being explored; methods should be 
based on the issues explored, not vice-versa.

There are practical and ethical challenges behind the use of 
quantitative assessments in peacebuilding. Practically, quantitative 
assessments need large sample populations for comparison. 
Peacebuilding interventions may take different approaches — 
some, such as communication or education focused work, may 
reach large populations; others may take highly relational and 
targeted approaches working with different communities or key stakeholders, which won’t lead  
to high sample sizes. As above, the right evaluation method must be led by the intervention  
being evaluated. 

Similarly, finding comparison samples can be practically and ethically problematic. If interventions 
target one community, how practical is it to find a similar enough community to compare work 
against? And there are understandably concerns around deliberately engaging some individuals but 
not providing the same or similar support to others, if it is believed that support will be beneficial. 
However, as Smart Peace shows, there are benefits to bringing in quantitative analysis in an ethical 
way. These arguments are a high level, simplified overview of the challenges of quantitative methods, 
but speak to the concerns of many operational colleagues in the peacebuilding sector. Working 
through these concerns and finding methods that are suitable for the interventions is not impossible, 
but does take time and considered efforts on all sides to understand others’ points of view in finding 
the appropriate method.

Quantitative 
data can be 
powerful, but 
doesn’t always 
fit all issues 
being explored; 
methods should 
be based on the 
issues explored, 
not vice-versa.
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Analytical methods used in Smart Peace
Quantitative analysis methods
•  The Behavioural Insights Team is conducting rigorous evaluations using randomised 

control trials (RCTs) to test and evaluate the impact of mass media interventions in 
Nigeria and Myanmar through radio and TV shows. The trial design is based on asking 
questions to those who have watched the respective shows, which integrate peace 
messaging into entertainment, as well as those who have watched a control neutral 
show. The surveys being used in RCTs have been informed by cognitive interviews and 
improved by pre-tests and pilots. Patterns in responses therefore show the potential 
impact of community messaging in the respective contexts and can also be used to 
generate further learning on conflict dynamics that can be of use to other partners. 

•  In CAR, CSS are conducting research into conflict dynamics in both Smart Peace target 
and non-target areas. Research is being collected on instances of violence to better 
understand the effectiveness of local peace initiatives.

Between quantitative and qualitative methods
•  Sensemaker is a unique approach which collects micro narratives (stories told by 

community members) and uses them to identify and analyse wider trends in society. 
This spans both quantitative and qualitative methods, creating data sets of trends that 
can be analysed statistically over time, but allowing for reflection on individual stories 
as part of the analysis.

Qualitative analysis methods
•  Thematic research and analysis is conducted in all contexts by partners both formally 

and informally and utilising partners’ existing methods as well as new approaches.

•  Outcome harvesting is a monitoring and evaluation approach that brings together 
elements of ‘outcome mapping’ – which looks at changes in behaviour – and ‘utilisation-
focused evaluation’, which aims to make evaluations as useful as possible for the 
intended users. Outcome harvesting collects evidence of what has changed (outcomes) 
and then works backwards to determine whether and how an intervention has 
contributed to these changes.

•  Peer review is a formalised collective reflection process bringing in external peers and 
creating a space for reflection and review that is not a decision-making forum. 

•  Strategy testing is similarly a monitoring mechanism designed to support monitoring of 
interventions addressing complex problems, for which more simplified tools of review 
may not suffice in tracking all potential intended and unintended consequences.
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4. FUNDING ADAPTIVE PEACEBUILDING
 

Do consortia provide value for money?

 
Establishing consortia and effective partnerships and adaptive processes takes time and resources. 
Whilst it is particularly hard to quantify the impact of different approaches commercially, honest 
assessments of what is working and what isn’t working, and what is genuinely providing added value 
through new ideas and ways of working, should be continually examined to ensure the consortium is 
truly providing value for money. 

It is clear that in some cases donors are promoting the use of consortia, perhaps as a cost reduction 
for the donor’s administration, without truly interrogating how the consortia benefits the problems 
being addressed. As discussed above, there are different kinds of consortia, and the right approach 
will depend on the objectives and partners involved. Donors should take an open approach to what 
a consortium should look like, and encourage assessment at the start to get the governance right 
(rather than the donor requiring a specific approach). The following considerations provide lessons 
on how best to ensure value for money through adaptive and consortium peacebuilding.

Programme budgets should be established in a collaborative manner with inputs from all partners. 
Budget transparency is critical — it means everyone understands why decisions are being made 
and how partners benefit from the programme, and it builds a culture of openness and fairness. 
This openness and collaboration are important during implementation as well as during programme 
design. If there needs to be significant changes to the budget — for example if the programme has 
to make a reduction or receives further funding — decisions should be made collectively to ensure 
consistent buy-in for the programme and its objectives. As described above, a collective governance 
body that signs off significant changes to the budget, can be helpful for this.

Flexibility within budgets is critical to be able to ensure programmes can adapt as needed. One 
way to ensure flexibility is to allow movement easily between different budget lines, if changes can 
be justified. Regarding adaptive processes and MEL, if programmes are reporting against outcomes, 
changes between budget lines should pose little issue to MEL and programme implementation, however 
institutional demands (including donors) often make flexibility within budgets challenging. Flexible 
budgets allow programmes to focus on doing what is important for the project at that time rather than 
what they had committed to doing previously. 

Budget flexibility between financial years is additionally 
important, though does bring some challenges for donors. 
However, ensuring money can be moved between years prevents 
incentives for money to be spent at certain times and on certain 
items that are less relevant to peacebuilding needs or programme 
objectives. In an adaptive programme, the budget flexibility 
across years is critical to the value for money approach of the 
programme.

Resources should be invested in consortium management, in-
country coordination and review processes. Supporting both 
collaborative partnerships and adaptation requires additional 
funding within programmes, to ensure the time and resource to be 
able to deliver these intentionally and successfully. Funding needs 
to be identified and apportioned for consortium management and 
additionally for operational level coordination. 

It is important to acknowledge that consortia are resource 
intensive, in terms of both people and their time — but the early 
investment should ensure value for money in the longer term 
by leading to efficiencies and efficacy, and is why longer-term 
commitments to adaptive programmes can be valuable.

Trust is vital. As it is between partners in a consortium, it is also important for donors to trust lead 
NGOs/suppliers. Open and honest conversations about what works and doesn’t work are more likely 
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when there is trust. Processes of reporting need to be proportionate, so lead NGOs/suppliers are 
able to spend the time needed not just on peacebuilding but also on adaptive processes. 

Donors should seek to establish programmatic technical relationships with INGOs, rather than 
relationships based purely on funding decisions and management. Donor institutions can bring 
different perspectives to technical reviews and reflections, and these additional perspectives can 
spark new ideas and innovation. Donor counterparts might be able to bring in further comparative 
examples, or link new ideas to other programmes or research that they have come across. It is 
important, however, that whilst donors hold overall accountability, their input does not negatively 
impact power dynamics within reflections and there are spaces for partners to have open and 
transparent conversations on the programme. Similarly, decision-making should remain closest 
to those implementing, so whilst donors can bring additional insight and views, operational 
programmatic decisions should remain with those implementing peacebuilding and research rather 
than donors or HQ based colleagues. Donors establishing longer-term partnerships with INGOs is 
critical for better programming ideas, opportunities and response.

Donors should fund consortium programmes with time and resources for relationship building, 
programmatic and consortium set-up, and the implementation of adaptive processes. This requires 
donors to recognise that these are critical areas of the programme, even though they will not always 
easily correspond directly to achieving specific outputs. Donors need to understand and support 
the use of funds for collaboration and operational and programmatic set-up, even when this is a 
significant proportion of time and resource spent. Adaptive and collaborative programmes are more 
likely to have higher staff budgets than more traditional programmes. However, this enables the 
programmes to be more innovative and achieve the wider objectives of better programming through 
learning, change and collaboration. Similarly, this investment into what works should encourage 
donors to support longer-term funding. Particularly with the costs needed for investments by 
partners to set up collaboration and unique adaptive processes, longer-term programming allows 
partners to better use these resources and, over time, reduce the amount spent on coordination and 
partner communication, as well as increasing the likelihood of achieving desired outcomes. 
 

The need for longer-term investment
 
Whilst consortium collaboration does create costs (which programmes hope to offset through 
the collaborative advantage they bring) it is clear that when costs are stacked up-front, longer-
term engagement sees coordination and adaptation costs decrease as a proportion of the overall 
programme cost. 

For example, on a programme equivalent to Smart Peace (approximately £12 million over four years), 
approximately £400,000 (3% of the total budget) in the first year would be spent on coordination 
and adaptation, including meetings and workshops to bring partners together — time spent agreeing 
joint ways of working, partner management and coordination at operational and HQ level, and 
oversight and engagement to support collaborative working. In 
subsequent years, £250,000 (2% of the total budget) would be 
spent on partner coordination, review processes and collaborative 
learning processes, and a smaller amount of time spent on  
oversight and support to adaptive and collaborative working — 
assuming there is buy-in from partners. This is significantly less 
than the first year. 

Across the full life of the four-year programme, one would expect 
to see 9% of the budget spent on collaboration and adaptation. 
For a similar investment per year into the programme but on a 
shorter time frame (i.e. two years), this jumps to nearly 11% spend 
on collaboration and adaptation. However, it is not just about the 
proportion of spend, but the collaborative advantage of what this 
brings. If the first year of collaboration and adaptation is about 
establishing processes and ways of working, less time and energy 
will be needed on these in later years, freeing up more time and 
energy for areas such as collaborative learning. From the Smart 
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Peace experience, whilst there have been several very useful and productive cross-consortium 
learning opportunities in the second year of the programme, it is envisioned that the next years will 
see even further opportunity for this, following more time of collaborative peacebuilding efforts that 
will form the evidence base for this learning.

Time for establishing 
working practices 
and systems

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4

Outputs from 
collaborative working

£ Investment in new ways of working and collaboration

Figure 3: Collaborative working - investment, time and outputs over a four-year programme
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