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This paper explores partnership representations in the Trustees’ Annual Received 14 February 2023
Reports & Accounts (TARA) of English and Welsh international non-  Accepted 5 February 2024
governmental organisations (INGOs). INGOs are prominent global

actors, whose TARA serve important accountability purposes, while also INGO: -

. s Lo . ; partnership;

acting as key fundraising communications. The study uses thematic communications;
analysis to examine 83 TARA published between 2014 and 2018 by 29 stakeholder theories; Annual
INGOs. Findings show that in these TARAs' narrative sections, Reports & Accounts
partnership relationships are largely described using the language of
collaboration, yet accord the INGO the primary role. In the subsequent
managerial and financial sections, however, these relationships are
presented as a hierarchy, focusing on upwards accountability from
project partners to the INGO. These presentations suggest that INGOs
continue to embed power inequalities in their partnership relationships.
Furthermore, drawing on stakeholder theory, this exploratory study
argues that the contradiction found demonstrates that INGO reporting
prioritises legitimation rather than authenticity, and obfuscates
understanding of international development partnership relationships.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

The English and Welsh INGO sector is large, complex, and influential. The scale of the sector reflects
the UK's colonial history, a past which strongly influences the present, and due to which many of the
world’s leading INGOs are based in the UK. In 2015, the financial contributions of British INGOs
“exceed[ed] the aid budget of several wealthy countries” (Banks and Brockington 2020, 706). The
stories these INGOs tell “influence our understandings of the world” (Dogra 2014, 2), and help
create the international development “imaginary” - the “common understanding that makes poss-
ible common practices and a widely shared sense of legitimacy” (Taylor 2002, 106).

Partnership is integral to the current international development system. However, the relation-
ship between INGOs and their project partners is problematic. The inequities in such partnerships
have been well-considered in analysis of what is known as the “aid chain”: the complex chain of
relationships between organisations that characterise international development operations
(Wallace, Bornstein, and Chapman 2007). These chains contain power inequalities, with a focus on
compliance and accountability travelling from the “bottom” (local partners) to the “top” (donors),
and the transfer of agendas from “above’ to those below” (Makuwira 2018, 427).
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The substantial volume of work exploring such partnership inequities has not yet led to change in
practice. This paper seeks to contribute to this debate, by exploring the symbolic rather than oper-
ational aspects of partnership. Specifically, the paper explores how INGOs describe their partnering
relationships, with an understanding that partnership is “brought into being’ through these particu-
lar representations” (Dhanani 2019, 2). The paper is guided by the research questions: how do INGOs
represent themselves, their project partners, and their partnering relationships? And what model of
partnership is reflected in such descriptions?

In answering these questions, the paper describes how - in the narrative elements of their
TARA - INGOs emphasise co-implementation by INGOs and project partners, but with the empha-
sis on the leadership and agency of the INGO. Yet, the managerial and financial sections of these
TARA describe a very different relationship, specifically a quasi-grant making relationship between
INGOs and their partners. Drawing on stakeholder theory, this article argues that this dissonance
demonstrates that INGO partnership discourse is focused on legitimation, rather than upholding
INGOs' espoused principles of openness, transparency, and authenticity. The paper thus calls for
INGOs to exercise greater transparency in their reporting, and to reflect on these findings in
their practice.

Background
The meanings of partnership

There has been considerable academic attention paid to how partnership should be defined (Mil-
bourne 2019, 125). Across disciplines, the “ideal-type” of partnership invokes ideas of equity, in
which partnership is “a joint effort between organizations that share some mutual goal” (Gazley
and Guo 2020, 211). This form of collaborative partnership encompasses shared principles such as
those of mutual trust, respect, accountability, and influence (Brinkerhoff 2003, 107). For Fowler
(1998, 140), such a partnership speaks to the “ideological aspiration of international solidarity”.

Such an ideal-type conceptualisation of partnership is very different from “contractual relation-
ships, in which power is not shared” (Gazley and Brudney 2007, 390-391). Associations of this
form are instead based on hierarchy (Hunter and Perkins 2022, 31; Lowndes and Skelcher 1998).
Coordination of roles in a hierarchical partnership is undertaken through administrative control
mechanisms, rather than mutual accountability. This is far removed from the ideal-type of partner-
ship as equitable collaboration.

Partnership within international development

As noted in the introduction, ideas of partnership and collaboration have long been pivotal to the
development discourse. First emerging in the 1970s (Yang 2022, 1130), the focus on partnership for
development was then bolstered in the 1990s with the 1994 Partnership in Action (PARInAC)
process. This was followed by the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (2005), the Accra Agenda
for Action (2008), and the Charter for Change (2015). However, “partnership” at this time was
typified by challenging power dynamics (Fowler 1998) associated with the hierarchical model as
described above.

A need to redress partnership power imbalances in the development system - incorporated
within a focus on what is known as localisation — then became a focus of the debate during and
after the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit (Barakat and Milton 2020). Yet, the extant research
suggests that the relationships between INGOs and their project partners are still characterised by
power inequalities. INGOs continue to demonstrate weak partnership behaviours (Mitchell,
Schmitz, and Bruno-van Vijfeijken 2020), and are disconnected from their local partners and popu-
lations (Gibson 2019). INGO-project partner collaborations thus remain “embedded in broader
global hierarchies that resemble those of the colonial era” (Mulder 2023, 2).



DEVELOPMENT IN PRACTICE (&) 587

The representational terrain

Lowndes and Skelcher (1998, 314-318) note that partnership consists of both “organizational mani-
festations” and “the modes of social coordination that accompany them”. This paper argues that
such “modes” include partnership’s symbolic domain: the unequal power dynamics in partnership
relationships described above therefore incorporate not only the operational, but also the represen-
tational (Bourdieu 1990; 1998). Within the international development system, INGOs have power not
only because of their material access to resources, but also because they are “carriers of ... knowl-
edge ... across the globe” (Dogra 2014, 2). These representational activities are inextricably linked
to operational practices, and “ultimately, help to perpetuate the domination of the colonisers
over the colonised” (Dhanani 2019, 4). Consideration of the “representational terrain” (Marini,
Andrew, and van der Laan 2018, 1907) is thus essential when analysing partnership relationships
in the postcolonial context.

This study thus takes as a starting point a recognition of the enduring inequalities in the operation
of partnership within the international development system. The study seeks to contribute to our
understanding of partnership by focusing on INGOs’ partnership discourse, as reflected within
their TARA. These discourses play a crucial role reproducing the meanings that delineate partnership
in everyday practice (Kornprobst and Senn 2016). In sum, the discourses found within TARA con-
struct, reflect, and reinforce INGO-project partner relationships.

Theoretical framework
Stakeholder theories

While the English and Welsh INGO sector is influential and highly visible, all charities are also some-
what fragile organisations, dependent on the willing engagement of donors, volunteers, and
others (Hyndman, Liguori, and McKillop 2021). Charities must therefore seek to build relationships
with these different groups. Accountability is a crucial part of building and preserving these con-
nections, and such accountabilities are made meaningful through stakeholder relationships (Fitz-
Gibbon 2021).

Stakeholder theories have thus been widely drawn on to explore these themes of charity account-
ability and representational practice (Abnett and de Vries 2022; Dhanani and Connolly 2012;
Hyndman and McConville 2016). There are two distinct approaches to this theory. First, ethical sta-
keholder theory encourages organisations to treat all stakeholders equally and fairly. The model of
ethical stakeholder theory contends that in their representational practices, charities will feel a moral
responsibility to be entirely transparent about their operations. Thus, their public discourse will be
“complete, truthful and objective” (Dhanani and Connolly 2012, 1144).

Alternatively, the positive model of stakeholder theory (which aligns closely with legitimation
theory (Chen and Roberts 2010)) argues that organisations are in competition not just for
resources, but also for institutional legitimacy (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Organisational man-
agement must thus “legitimise” their activities (Dhanani and Connolly 2012; Hyndman and McCon-
ville 2016) by managing their representational practices. This can impact on what or how
information is reported. The positive model of stakeholder theory thus suggests that INGOs may
manage their disclosures so as to present their organisation in a positive light, rather than
seeking transparency and authenticity.

Representational practice through TARA

According to Hyndman and McConville (2018, 138), Trustee Annual Reports are seen as English and
Welsh charities’ “most important publicly available communication”. TARA attract “a degree of authen-
ticity not associated with other reporting formats” (Connolly and Hyndman 2013, 951). These reports
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serve an equally important role within INGO discourse, acting as an important medium through which
organisations try to elaborate their identity (Dhanani 2019). As Dhanani and Kennedy (2023, 349) show,
“the formality of the [TARA] that offers audiences a sense of authenticity and reliability belies the more
symbolic forms of legitimation that may be used to influence audience perceptions”.

Prior analyses of charity representational practice in their TARA have found some evidence for
both the ethical (Abnett and de Vries 2022) and positive (Dhanani and Connolly 2012; Hyndman
and McConville 2016) stakeholder models. In their analysis of annual reports and annual reviews
from 75 of the largest UK charities, for example, Dhanani and Connolly (2012) find that charities’
accountability practices are motivated by a desire to legitimise their activities and present their
organisations in a positive light. Hyndman and McConville (2018, 144-145) in their study on
charity effectiveness reporting, suggest that a lack of transparency found may be a result of data
limitations, or may relate to the risks of disclosing information. While not drawing specifically on sta-
keholder theory, Dhanani (2019, 29) finds that - in the 2010/11-2012/13 annual reports of the ten
large INGOs studied - these organisations may have “mobilised their annual reports to manage
their identifies”. Dhanani (2019, 29) further notes that this raises “immediate and important ques-
tions about the character of annual reports as neutral and objective”.

This study seeks to expand knowledge of charity representational practices by focusing specifi-
cally on partnership representations within INGO TARA, an area not yet explored in extant research.
This contributes to our understanding of both partnerships, and the role of the TARA in meeting sta-
keholder information needs.

Methods
Determining the study population

There is no single and agreed definition of INGO to draw on to determine the population of this
study. Building on definitions of development as outlined by Sen (1999), alongside the working
definition of INGOs given by Brass et al. (2018), this study defines an English and Welsh INGO as a
registered fundraising charity that states it is operational in low- and lower-middle-income countries,
and whose primary aim is to alleviate poverty, inequality, and/or injustice in low- and lower-middle-
income countries.

In England and Wales, registered charities are listed on the public, searchable database of the
Charity Commission for England and Wales (CCEW), the charity regulator. This register also publishes
available TARA, where applicable, for the most recent five years. While all charities are classified on
the register, at the time of this research, there was no separate classification for INGO. This research
thus draws on data from three different sources to collect a list of possible organisations that could
meet the definition of an INGO. These sources were: (1) those that self-declared as “Overseas aid/
famine relief” organisations on the CCEW website with income of £100,000 or more (2,537 organisa-
tions); (2) INGOs that were members of Bond, the international development organisations’ member-
ship organisation, as of March 2019 (397 organisations); and (3) those included in the Mapping the
UK Development NGO Sector list (Banks and Brockington 2020) (898 organisations). Excluding dupli-
cates, these three sources resulted in a list of 3,173 organisations.

After the initial identification process, all 3,173 identified charities were then screened by hand, with
reference to the CCEW database, the charities’ own website, and other sources as necessary, to identify
those INGOs that fit the definition of an INGO as described above and that had average incomes of
£250,000 or more per year (see below). This process identified 346 organisations. The TARA of these
346 organisations were then reviewed to identify those INGOs that published one or more leader’s
letter (see below) within their TARA; that had a donor-dependent income profile (accounts were ana-
lysed to identify whether INGOs were reliant on income from individuals, government, other charities,
and so on); and that mention project partner relationships within their TARA. In total, 29 INGOs - pub-
lishing 83 TARA — met these purposive sampling criteria. These INGOs are listed in Table 1.
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Table 1. List of organisations included in the analysis.

Charity number Charity name
1045348 AfghanAid

1064413 African Initiatives Ltd

1076235 BBC Media Action

313869 Book Aid International

1115482 BRAC UK

292506 Care International UK

1163944 Charity Right

1157507 Crisis Aid

1118674 Digital Pipeline

1076329 Embrace The Middle East

1138111 Human Aid UK

327553 International Alert

1087417 International Development Enterprises (UK)
1105455 International Health Partners (UK) Limited
1038860 Frontline AIDS

1065972 International Rescue Committee
1083008 The Mines Advisory Group
1157117 Muntada Aid

1078488 Muslim Charity Helping The Needy
1091316 Operation Smile United Kingdom
297391 Partners For Change Ethiopia
1152292 Practical Tools Initiative Limited
1017255 Reall Limited

1085407 Safe Child Thailand

207544 Sightsavers

1001813 The Halo Trust

1118810 The One Foundation

1165960 The Peek Vision Foundation
313757 Voluntary Service Overseas

Data sources

As noted above, this study presents evidence drawn from INGO TARA. In England and Wales, sub-
mission of TARA is mandatory for all but the smallest registered charities, and certain other exclusions
and exceptions. For charities with incomes of £250,000 or more per year, there is a significant amount
of information that is required to be included within each TARA. This study therefore focuses on these
larger charities. The TARA were accessed and downloaded from the CCEW database.

The TARA is made up of a number of sections. The Trustees’ Annual Report usually begins with a
narrative part describing organisational activities, followed by information on the organisation’s
operational, governance, and managerial approach. Comprehensive financial information must be
included in the attached organisational Accounts. Many TARA will also include a letter from the
organisation’s leader prior to the narrative section. These letters provide a clear and summarised
description of an INGO's approach, values, and attitudes. These letters are therefore used as a key
text within this research.

The TARA were explored using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2013), which seeks to gener-
ate themes and patterns of meaning across a dataset. Analysis followed a six-phase process of data
familiarisation (repeated and active reading of the TARA); generating initial codes (initially by hand,
and continued in Nvivo); combining codes to form overarching themes; reviewing and refining
themes; defining and naming themes; and finally, an iterative writing-up stage in which the
themes and ideas were crystalised and refined. To uphold ethical standards, this research was con-
ducted within the framework set out by the Social Research Association’s Ethical Guidelines (2003).

Findings

This study’s findings demonstrate that in the narrative sections of their TARA, including the leaders’
letters, most of the studied INGOs describe a relationship of co-implementation with their project
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partners, yet with project partners placed in a subordinate role. An emphasis on the INGO as
capacity-builder contributes to a presentation in which project partners are portrayed to be
lacking in skills and expertise. Nevertheless, INGOs and project partners are depicted as working
together.

Contradictorily, within the managerial and governance sections of their TARA, as well as in their
Accounts, a substantial proportion of the studied INGOs present a somewhat different picture of
their relationship with their local partners, describing a relationship akin to INGOs acting as
quasi-grant makers. The following paragraphs describe and consider these findings in more
detail. The dissonance found, and its implications, are then discussed within the next section.

Narrative sections

As described above, TARA usually begin with a narrative section describing organisational achieve-
ments. In the TARA studied here, these sections were preceded by a leader’s letter. These leaders’
letters are generally addressed to the INGO'’s donors, and often include an explicit or implicit fun-
draising ask (Abnett 2023). The partnership relationship themes generated through analysis of
these sections are discussed below.

INGOs as co-implementers

Within the narrative sections of these TARA, 26 of the 29 INGOs studied describe their role as solely
operational, working as co-implementers alongside project partners. This is often presented as the
best approach to enable the INGOs to both achieve their aims, and extend the scope and scale of
their work. For example, Care UK’s Annual Report describes how their “strong country presence
and network of partners at community level enables us to respond in the most deprived and
hard-to-reach areas”, while BBC Media Action describes how “We work in partnership ... to extend
the reach of our programmes”, and International Health Partners (IHP) describes how “2016 was a
year of growth for the number of active partnerships we managed, resulting in us extending our
reach and impact”.

As the quotations above suggest, however, while the INGOs and project partners are both
accorded an implementation role within these descriptions, these roles are not presented as
equal. INGOs are credited with leadership and agency in the design of development activities,
while their project partners are portrayed as the conduits through which INGOs work. Partners
are engaged with because of their “roots in the communities” (Frontline AIDS Chair) and their
ability to reach those “most in need” (IHP Chair) with inputs that — these representations imply —
have been designed, delivered, and resourced by the INGO. IHP, for example, refers to their “distri-
buting partners” who “ensure that ... medicines [provided by IHP] reach those most in need” while
Book Aid International describes how “Our partners ... distribute the books we send to a wide range
of organisations”. For Crisis Aid “[w]ork carried out by the partner organisation is especially useful
where it provides a more economical approach and safer than using our own staff”. Throughout
these sections, the discursive focus is on the leadership of the INGO.

INGOs as capacity-builders

These leaders’ letters and narrative reports also include a strong emphasis on INGOs as capacity-
builders of local partners. Muntada Aid, for example, states that their organisation “arranged
special training for our global partners. We are particularly happy with the cooperation we have
been getting from our implementing partners”; Frontline AIDS states that “a number of [partners]
... faced financial, leadership and governance crises. All partners were provided with direct or indir-
ect support during these periods of crisis”; BBC Media Action credit their organisation’s success to
“the impact of long term work developing the skills and building the experience of partner organ-
isations”; Practical Tools Initiative describes how UK volunteers “worked with our local partners ...
providing training and support”; and African Initiatives describes how “Our UK Finance team
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visited Tanzania to develop partners’ financial skills and systems”. Finally, Sightsavers refers to the
need to “strengthen the capacity of disabled people’s organisations that we partner with”.

Mentions of grant-making: three exceptions to the above

As mentioned above, 26 of the 29 INGOs present their partnership relationships solely as ones of “co-
implementation” in the narrative sections of their TARA. The three exceptions to this - Embrace the
Middle East; Safe Child Thailand; and the One Foundation - describe this relationship as one incor-
porating both co-implementation and grant-making within these narrative sections of their reports.
Safe Child Thailand states that the organisation is “more than a grant maker”, while Embrace the
Middle East talks of its “Projects & grants” approach, incorporating capacity building and the
“implementation of 47 multi-year projects”, which includes working through a “multi-year grant
stream” in 2017. These three INGOs therefore present their role in these narrative sections as both
operational and grant-making.

The meanings behind these narratives

The form of partnership mostly described by these INGOs in the narrative sections of their TARA
represents these relationships as ones in which organisations work together as co-implementers.
Yet, these representations are still far from the ideal type of partnership as a joint effort, based
on principles of equality and mutual respect, suggested by Gazley and Guo (2020). Rather, the
framing of INGOs as capacity-builders reflects an approach in which organisations based in
Africa, Asia, Oceania, and Latin America are understood to lack skills and expertise. Through the
language used, partners “are transformed into ‘objects of development’, perceived as lacking
agency and in need of capacity building” (Peace Direct 2021). This framing by INGOs creates a dis-
course that continues to place local partners - and the communities from which they are drawn -
in an inferior role, as compared to the INGO. This symbolic representation reflects prior operational
findings, such as those by Mitchell, Schmitz, and Bruno-van Vijfeijken (2020) and Mulder (2023), in
which INGO-project partner relationships are inequitable and embedded in postcolonial
hierarchies.

Management, governance, and accounts reporting

An absence of partnership

For a relatively small number of INGOs (seven organisations), while their narrative reports
include description of them working through partners, the managerial and accounting sections
of their TARA are marked by an absence of partnering representations. The Halo Trust in its
narrative description of activities describes itself as working in partnership with, for example,
“the Somaliland Mine Action Centre (SMAC) to develop a strategy for mine action and national
ownership of the problem”. Yet the operational reporting and financial statements state only
that “[Dlelivering HALO's work internationally relies on the hard work and dedication of its
staff’. Human Aid UK shares in their narrative that they are “committed to a partnership-
based approach” and work “in some of the most remote areas of the World with dedicated
partner organisations”, but make no mention of their partnership model in the managerial sec-
tions of their reports. Similarly, Crisis Aid describe themselves as operational and capacity-build-
ing partners in their programmatic descriptions, but not in their managerial, operational, or
financial reports.

A quasi-grant making role

For 22 of the 29 INGOs studied (including the three exceptions mentioned above that reflect a grant-
making role in their narratives), their managerial and financial statements describe a relationship that
is akin to these INGOs acting as quasi—grant makers: instituting grant-making policies, due diligence
rules, reporting requirements, and conducting monitoring visits to partners.



592 (&) H.ABNETT

For example, Reall describes in-depth the development of a comprehensive “Grants and Invest-
ment Policy”, outlining the parameters by which the UK charity will “Provide grants and loans
(financial services) to partners”. Care highlights the risk of “Reliance on partners... which is
managed through due diligence, capacity building where required, and ongoing monitoring of pro-
gramme outcomes and financial management”. Where fraud and loss has occurred, Care describes
how “[a]ction taken included withholding of payments to partners”. Finally, VSO describes how:

Under the terms of the partnership agreements that exist between the charity and the other members of the
VSO Federation ... and in-country partner organisations, the charity provides funds to such organisations in
order to allow them to undertake agreed activities in pursuit of VSO’s aims.

Such representations suggest that INGOs are acting as quasi-grant makers, enacting the hier-
archical relationships of upwards accountability associated with the “aid chain” (Wallace, Born-
stein, and Chapman 2007). Notably, this analysis is consistent across INGOs, irrespective of size,
focus of activities, or the types of donors on which they rely. These INGOs take a risk-based
approach to partnering — their “major risks relate to the control of funds in faraway places”,
according to Digital Pipeline — that focuses on oversight and evaluation, rather than mutual
respect and trust.

Contradictory representations

The paragraphs above demonstrate a contradiction in INGO partnership representations. Seven
INGOs do not mention partnership in their managerial and financial sections, despite describing
their collaborative partnership credentials in their narrative sections. Furthermore, 19 INGOs expli-
citly frame inconsistent partnership relationships in the different sections of their reports. The
three descriptions below exemplify these contradictions:

(1) In one of their narrative sections, Sightsavers describe their partnerships as a “great example of
coalition in action”. Elsewhere in the TARA, however, Sightsavers state:We have now developed a
comprehensive new framework for our approach to and management of partnership ... These
include a clear due diligence process ...

Within their financial statements, Sightsavers’ “Grant-making policy” details how

We monitor all grants to partner organisations in accordance with the relevant partnership agreement. There is
an annual process to review the project and partner budgets for the following year and determine what funds
will be paid in the following year.

(2) International Alert similarly presents a cooperative relationship with partners in its narrative
description:Globally, we are proud to partner with over 800 organisations, who are the heart
and soul of peacebuilding ... we are determined to deepen our cooperation with others
across the world.

Yet, the TARA later states that International Alert had recently taken

steps to improve oversight and accountability on compliance issues, as well as to ensure the policies that govern
compliance and value for money are clear and consistently applied - including among partners.

(3) Likewise, while their narrative sections speak to an “Alliance” of organisations, Frontline AIDS’
managerial sections describes its:comprehensive onward granting policy and procedures
manual that provides clear guidelines on the criteria for awarding grants to [local partners], to
ensure that accountability and transparency are maintained.
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Discussion: the dissonance in the discourse

As the findings above show, while most INGOs have narrative sections that describe their organisa-
tion as working operationally with their project partners, for 19 of these INGOS, the managerial sec-
tions of their TARA explicitly describe a hierarchical relationship with their local partners.

Neither such representations conform to the ideal-type partnership that Fowler (1998, 140)
argues speaks to the “ideological aspiration of international solidarity”. In the narrative sections,
these INGO representations consistently reproduce inequalities by presenting project partners as
lacking in skills, expertise, and direction. In the managerial and financial sections, these relationships
are presented in the language of more explicitly hierarchical models (Hunter and Perkins 2022, 31;
Lowndes and Skelcher 1998), governed through a supervisory structure in which partnership is
undertaken through administrative control mechanisms, rather than mutual accountability. Such
findings are in line with previous findings that associated aid chains with power inequalities and
a focus on compliance.

It is within this dissonance that this study makes its key contribution. The finding differs from prior
analyses of TARA (such as Dhanani and Connolly 2012; Dhanani 2019) which do not describe such
ambiguities. Further, this study’s findings suggest that INGO reporting accords with the positive
model of stakeholder theory - in which organisations are seen to adapt their discourse so as to legit-
imise their activities for different audiences - rather than the ethical model, in which public discourse
will be “complete, truthful and objective” (Dhanani and Connolly 2012, 1144). The narrative sections
of these reports and the leader’s letters, which provide a more accessible and summative description
of their work for a “lay” audience, suggests a more collaborative relationship which at least partly
seems to respond to the calls for more equitable partnership processes mentioned in the Back-
ground section. Yet, INGOs continue to reinforce their own leadership and agency, perhaps per-
ceived as crucial to their fundraising aims.

Within the latter sections of these TARA, which use managerial and accounting jargon perhaps
less accessible to a wider audience, INGOs instead represent their role as that of quasi-grant
maker. These sections also provide a clearer exposition of the financial and operational power of
the INGO over the local partner, including the power to withdraw resources. Within these sections,
the focus on measurement, management, and administrative control from the INGO to their partner
seems to meet the needs of legitimation towards the regulator and certain types of institutionalised
funding stakeholders.

These findings therefore demonstrate a lack of openness and honesty in INGO partnership rep-
resentations. This again raises important questions about the nature of TARA as “neutral and objec-
tive” (Dhanani 2019, 29), while also demonstrating how INGOs may be trying to balance
contradictory claims for and to legitimacy, even within the same documents, which then creates
inconsistent and ambiguous partnership imaginaries. Within these representations, we are left
with the question: do INGOs consider themselves to be operational partners, quasi—-grant makers,
or both?

Conclusion

This paper seeks to explore partnership representations in the TARA of English and Welsh INGOs.
Findings show that the narrative sections of these reports describe co-operational relationships,
albeit with the INGO taking the leadership role. Subsequent sections of these TARA, however,
describe a quasi-grant making relationship focusing on due diligence and accountability. The disso-
nance found here suggests that INGOs are framing their discourse to legitimise their activities, rather
than striving for transparency and openness. Furthermore, this dissonance - similarly to FitzGibbon's
(2021, 442) finding of “deployed ambiguity” in the performance of accountability by arts charity
managers - suggests that there are more complex representations happening within INGO TARA
than prior research reveals.
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Reflecting on this dissonance in INGO partnership representations, this article calls for INGOs to
reflect on their partnership relationships, in both the material and representational terrain. The con-
tradictory partnership representations found here matter, particularly within efforts to address
power differentials between INGOs and their local partners. If INGOs are truly co-implementers,
further work needs to be done to embed values of mutual trust and respect within their partnership
relationships (including within donor funding arrangements). Yet if INGOs’ role in international
development is rather one of being quasi-grant makers, INGOs should be honest — with themselves
and others - and reflect on their contribution to the aid chain. Whichever is the case, however, at
minimum, INGO TARA should be more consistent and transparent when describing their partnering
relationships.

Limitations

This research draws on secondary data in the form of INGOs' TARA, for both practical (availability of
data from a wider range of INGOs) and ethical reasons (TARA contain a wealth of unexplored infor-
mation that has the potential to provide a rich stream of data for researchers, thereby relieving
potential interview subjects of the “burden of participation” (Ruggiano and Perry 2019, 83) and
the associated time, financial, and labour costs). The sole use of TARA does, however, necessarily
have limitations including a lack of control over the data, and a time-lag between this data being
created, published, and then collected as part of this research. Furthermore, as Ho, Duffy, and Ben-
jamin (2021) note, a weakness of such analysis may be that documents often reflect the perspectives
of elites rather than others. TARA are largely a reflection of the perspective of senior management
staff, often based in INGO headquarters. INGO staff or volunteers have limited (if any) input into
their preparation. The findings in this paper therefore likely reflect the approach and attitude of a
smaller subset of senior INGO management.

This paper focuses only on a small subset of INGOs. The sampling process did not seek represen-
tativeness or generalisability but, in keeping with the critical and qualitative framework, seeks to find
resonance (Tracy 2010) and transferability in terms of its theoretical contribution, findings, and impli-
cations. Findings may therefore not be generalisable beyond the specific population of INGOs
included in this study. However, the theoretical and empirical findings potentially provide valuable
insight to other studies.
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