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Creating Change for 
Organizations and the Sector
HUMENTUM’S 2021 EXECUTIVE SUMMIT

At the end of 2021, Humentum hosted an Executive Summit to address the trends 
and challenges of INGO executives. The summit provided an opportunity to 
learn, grow, and network through collaborative activities. Attendees discussed 
a variety of topics, with a focus on creating transformational change within their 
organizations and the sector. As we work toward a more equitable, locally-led 
sector, INGO executives hold a substantial amount of power to instigate positive 
change. Thus, they are uniquely positioned to lead the way by moving from 
theoretical conversations about shifting power to practical actions. 

Attendees of the Executive Summit were able to strengthen their networks and 
develop new relationships while creating a shared understanding of the trends, 
challenges, and next steps to address them. The event fostered large and small 
discussions around growth and progress for the sector while leaning into the 
strength of a community that emphasizes peer learning, sharing, and support. 

Overview of this Document 
This summary highlights the essential activities of the Executive Summit so that 
any organization can learn from the discussion and initiate changes. This 
document provides actionable items for organizations seeking to operationalize 
power shifts as Humentum continues to foster conversations around:

• organizational and sector transformation;

• creating more equitable and just development; and 

• locally-led development.

This summary includes a change spectrum activity where a collection of 
INGO staff placed themselves on a spectrum ranging from ignoring the problem 
to enacting transformational change. First, you are encouraged to review how 
attendees imagined the ways funding, talent, power, and risk need to shift for a 
successful sector of the future. Ask yourself whether these imagined futures 
resonate with you and your organization’s work or if there are different ways 
you would hope these segments of our work would change. Next, consider 
the catalog of change activities and select a few to implement at your 
organization. Some of these activities can be done by just a few changemakers at 
an organization, and others will take the combined power of our sector. Together 
Humentum and its members can work towards an increasingly equitable, 
accountable, and resilient sector. 
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Discussion Summary
The Executive Summit opened with a panel of four member CEOs sharing their 
experiences with change. Panelists Anu Kumar, President and CEO, Ipas; Dorothy 
Nyambi, President and CEO, MEDA; Jeff Jordan, President and CEO, PRB; and 
Christine Sow, President and CEO, Humentum shared their varied perspectives 
on risk tolerance and sector shifts while being vulnerable about the challenges 
of transformation. Together they created a shared language for attendees of the 
event that continues to guide discussions (find the panel recording here).

Following the panel, attendees were invited to evaluate their organizations’ 
position on a spectrum of change related to power shift. This demonstrated the 
variation in process, progress, and confidence in how organizations are actively 
shifting power. 

The bulk of the Executive Summit focused on four areas of change for the sector:

• Shifts in funding models and sources;

• Changes to global people and talent;

• Shifting power and decision-making authority; and

• Changing nature of risk.

In groups, attendees imagined what a successful future for the sector would 
look like in each area, identifying spaces for, and barriers to, change. These 
conversations provided the road map for transformation that Humentum will 
use to guide conversations and action among NGOs (both international and 
national), donors, governments and agencies, and constituents.

Our final activity identified the small and major changes that organizations can 
and should enact to start to rebalance where power lies. These ranged from 
the “easy” steps such as starting a conversation to the more complex ones like 
defining the role of INGOs globally. The catalog includes individual actions as 
well as sector-wide initiatives that Humentum hopes to develop. 

Throughout the conversation, attendees acknowledged the difficulty of initiating 
and maintaining change and the variance in appetite for transformation—and 
its attendant risks—across the sector. Humentum is here to provide support and 
guidance for our members and the sector along this spectrum of change so that 
we can transform our organizations, the sector, and the world. 

https://youtu.be/0FkIC-dwHVM


4     HUMENTUM  |  Creating Change for Organizations and the Sector

How Ready Are We to Transform?
We all know that the sector is dynamic in some areas while stale in others. And 
the sector is large and slow to change. Together our incremental changes can 
create ever-widening ripples of transformation.

But not everyone will start from the same place. And no matter where you—
and your organization—sit on the spectrum of shifting power, we all bring 
knowledge, expertise, and lessons to the community. 

Where is your organization on the spectrum of change related to shifting power 
in the sector?

From this spectrum of change, we can see that all the organizations participating 
in the Executive Summit saw themselves making some shifts. Even when leaders 
and organizations generally agree on the direction we should be moving in, 
inevitably, how each one does will look different. This is largely because each of 
us—individuals and organizations—has a different tolerance to change and risk. 
Regardless of what affects that tolerance—personal attitudes toward change, a 
Board’s appetite, or organizational culture—there are actions you can take to 
meet that appetite and encourage transformation. 

Problem?
What problem?

Thinking and 
talking Small changes

Enacting 
transformational 
change
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Pushing transformation too fast can be difficult when you’re fighting long-standing 
structures. In fact, it can even lead to a backlash. The main point is that there is no 
right or wrong answer wherever you are in your change process. There is power, 
however, in reflection and acknowledgment. 

The spectrum of change, and the fact that no one participating feels (or feels 
comfortable sharing) that their organization is fine with the status quo, also raises 
one question that Humentum will continue to address: how do we bring along 
peers and organizations that do not feel a need or interest in change?

A Vision for the Future
There is now broad recognition that fairly radical change is happening. To direct 
that change in the direction that best serves the sector and a successful future, 
INGOs, funders, and constituents must have a vision of the future. We must know 
the destination to create a roadmap of change. 

The Executive Summit provided a key forum for discussion, disagreement, and 
envisioning that future together. The result was a picture of the many obstacles to 
change and how to achieve the desired future(s).

To create that shared understanding of a future sector, attendees examined four 
work areas (funding, talent, power, and risk) while considering:

• How do you think the paradigm shifts that we are witnessing will impact the 
INGOs of the future? 

• What do you think power shifting will look like? 

On the following pages, you can review how attendees envision a successful 
sector of the future. Share your own thoughts here.

https://app.mural.co/t/lingos5780/m/lingos5780/1643990083652/a6ecab8c83de3c1bd4f949693064e3ca259f31a0?wid=0-1643990956825&outline=open
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Shifts in funding
models and sources

More direct 
funding going to 

local organizations, 
but are they ready 

for it?

Roles will change, with 
more direct funding 
going to National 

NGOs while INGOs 
shift to becoming 

advisers

There will be an 
increase in sharing 
resources via local 

partnership 
frameworks

Both project 
funding and 

project funders 
will need to 

change

INGOs of the future 
will need to get off 

the treadmill of 
project funding

Unrestricted funding 
to allow for more 

focus and freedom 
to develop programs 
and attract funding

Philanthropy will have to 
be more open to risk 

and providing general 
operating support

There will be an 
increase in 
leveraging 

corporate social 
responsibility 

funding

The constraints of NICRA 
funding vs capped funding 
at lower indirect rates will 

need to be addressed

INGOs need to 
rethink the business 

model for US-based 
offices—more 

networked, more 
adaptable

Unrestricted 
funding will 

become key to 
realizing power 

shifts

Power shift transformation will 
require significant investment of 

resources, so all orgs will need to 
source more unrestricted funds

Attendees Examined  
Four Work Areas 

FUNDING TALENT POWER RISK
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Attendees Examined  
Four Work Areas  

FUNDING TALENT POWER RISK

Changing to Global
People and Talent

There will be 
increased advocacy 

and awareness 
building around 

talent

There will be greater 
attention paid to the 
advancement and 

development of local 
Communities of Practice 

(COP) and senior 
personnel

There will be greater attention to 
promoting women and 
marginalized people

There will be fewer 
(but not no) expat 
positions and more 
positions based and 
recruited for in low- 
and middle-income 

countries

Country / project offices 
will be made up of staff 

from those countries

There will be 
competitive pay 

structures globally

INGOs of the future will 
need to develop global 

hiring practices and 
build capabilities
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Shifting Power and 
Decision-Making

Authority

Executive teams will 
become globally 

distributed, including 
with country leads to 

increase voices from all 
regions

Organizations will be 
comfortable with regional 

offices having more 
independence

There will be a shift 
from the global to 
the regional level

Organizations will 
grapple with cultural 

norms and the 
baggage of legacies 

that are hard to 
change

People will be exposed 
to and trained to handle 

decisions they did not 
make in the past

Organizations will 
have clear plans for 

building staff 
capabilities and 

development

Donors will be fully on 
board with shifting 

accountability and new 
staff authority

Shifting 
decision-making 

authority will have 
to be specific not 

general

INGOs of the future 
will need need to give 

authority to global 
staff and offices

Attendees Examined  
Four Work Areas 

FUNDING TALENT POWER RISK
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Attendees Examined  
Four Work Areas 

FUNDING TALENT POWER RISK

Changing Nature
of Risk

Organizations will 
develop new ways of 
sharing risk between 

offices

Organizations will develop 
policies for the changing nature 

of how we partner and its 
impact on how we manage and 

address risk and compliance

Organizations will 
create sharing 

exercises to explain 
risk tolerance and 

risk appetite

New ways of distributing the 
burden of risk will be developed 
so donors partners, donors, and 

constituents work together

Non-donor entities 
like insurance 

providers will have 
helped develop 

new processes and 
plans to address risk

Implementing partners and 
local organizations will 

have processes in place to 
control risk and know what 
to do when things go wrong

There will be more 
financial literacy and 
understanding of risk 

from top down, 
including program staff 

to assist with 
compliance

INGOs of the future will 
need strong auditing 

and review processes to 
minimize risk
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THINKING  
AND TALKING

SMALL  
STEPS

TRANSFORMATIVE 
CHANGE

Have the hard internal 
conversations about 
accountability and 

allocation of risk e.g. 
affiliates, in-country 

offices, or local 
partners

Donor advocacy to 
remove barriers to 

change

Create a clear 
accountability dashboard 
by country that documents 
expectations so a shared 
understanding about risk 
and accountability exists

Create regional hubs to act 
as a centralized resource 
for compliance, risk, and 

accountability

Negotiate better terms on 
cost coverage for national 
NGOs with major donors

Implement a global 
compensation and benefits 

approach

Grow private, unrestricted 
funding to limit power of donor 

restrictions

Engage in more 
honest and meaningful 

dialogue on justice 
and equity issues and 

how they manifest 
themselves differently 

throughout the 
organization

A new strategy for 
identifying funding 

partners and sources

Train the trainer approach to 
compliance (have country 
office disseminate vs US 

office)

Conduct organizational 
process review  through a 
lens of shifting the power

Strengthen internal auditing 
team’s ability to support 
local capabilities and to 
more closely audit local 

partners

Improve quality and 
transparency in financial 
reporting to reduce the 

characterization of national 
NGOs being high risk 

entities (IFR4NPO)

Identify key donors or donor 
platforms to influence funding 

models

Create a vision for the 
future. What will our 

organization look like 
five years from now?

Increase virtual 
trainings so more 

staff can benefit from 
trainings

Include line item in 
organizational and project 

budgets for building 
capabilities

Formally invite country-
based colleagues to join 
internal decision-making 

groups and meetings

Pilot prototype methods for sharing risk and accountability 
(START Network and Humentum) Redefine the role of the INGO

Begin conversations with funders about changing 
needs and approaches at the implementation level

Automate operational 
processes for clear 

accountability & insight  
into who is deciding  
(or slowing down)

Create strong, long-term 
local partnerships

Diversify leadership teams and Board with members from 
the low- and middle-income countries

Diversify HQ staff through 
global hiring, pay, and benefits

Examine how role profiles change  
when shifting power

Create a roadmap of big 
changes that staff need to 
buy into and help lead to 

success

When discussing shifts of 
power or responsibility,  

ask who gains?

Have local partners take on greater responsibility within 
projects

Advocate for more flexible 
donors

Create a working group on  
global pay equity and practices

Consult more with local 
partners during proposal 
design—take co-creation 

into proposals

Make country leadership 
part of the organization’s 

executive team

Share organograms and dig into what structure means and 
how it changes to reflect shifts in the sector

Catalog of Change Activities
After envisioning the sector’s future, attendees were tasked with one final step—identifying ways to bring that vision into being. While high level, theoretical 
conversations are happening all the time, the Executive Summit included the creation of a catalog of practical action items for organizations to implement right 
away. We know that barriers, organizational inertia, and “the way we’ve always done things” can slow change down. So, how do we engage people—and 
organizations—along the journey to transformational change?

This list of action items—big and small—can be used for just that. These actions range from the most basic, like starting a conversation, to transformative, like redefining 
the role of INGOs globally. Think about how you can use the following to spark transformation at your organization and with your partners. What have you and your 
organization already done? What could you do?

Share your own ideas to build a living, growing catalog of change activities.

https://app.mural.co/t/lingos5780/m/lingos5780/1643990083652/a6ecab8c83de3c1bd4f949693064e3ca259f31a0?wid=0-1643991268670&outline=open
https://app.mural.co/t/lingos5780/m/lingos5780/1643990083652/a6ecab8c83de3c1bd4f949693064e3ca259f31a0?wid=0-1643991268670&outline=open
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What is Next?
The sector is facing largescale change, and Humentum is doing its part to guide 
the conversation, provide resources, and foster community so that all stakeholders 
in the development sector can move in the same direction. The Executive Summit 
helped create a shared language and vision for the sector’s future. The catalog of 
action items will continue to grow, providing stepping-stones to transformational 
change. Humentum will continue to host collaborative events for our members—
and the sector at large—to foster change alongside our advocacy and wide-
scale projects, including IFR4NPO, the START Network, and TIME.

Be Part of the Change
Every person connected to the global development sector can contribute to the 
transformational change we hope to achieve. This document is just the beginning 
of our work to deepen equity and justice and shift the power dynamics within the 
sector. Be part of the change by:

• Contributing your vision for funding, talent, power, and risk alongside 
practical, actionable items for organizations to take to build change.  
This living document will be part of future conversations.

• Receiving our newsletters and updates, so you know when the next event  
is coming

• Joining our roundtables and sharing your ideas and challenges with peers 
(member only)

• Collaborating, networking, and sharing insights on Humentum Connect 
(member only)

• Joining other sector activities like REE Pledge, BRIDGE Survey, etc.

ttps://humentum.org/policy/sector-wide-change-initiatives/
https://www.ifr4npo.org/
https://startnetwork.org/
https://app.mural.co/t/lingos5780/m/lingos5780/1643990083652/a6ecab8c83de3c1bd4f949693064e3ca259f31a0?sender=jessicawalker1865
https://humentum.org/register-for-free-newsletters-and-alerts
https://humentum.org/register-for-free-newsletters-and-alerts
https://humentum.org/learning/all-trainings-events/#1-templatetag=Roundtable
https://humentum.org/learning/all-trainings-events/#1-templatetag=Roundtable
https://connect.humentum.org/home
https://connect.humentum.org/home
https://humentum.org/community/community-insights/
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