
1 
 

 
 
 

ACTIONAID 
 

Koodam 6 (Internal Democracy) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Furthering the democratic culture within ActionAid   



2 
 

 

“In the case of a word like democracy, not only is there no agreed 

definition but the attempt to make one is resisted from all sides. It is 

almost universally felt that when we call a country democratic  we are 

praising it: consequently the defenders of every kind of regime claim 

that it is a democracy, and fear that they may have to stop using the 

word if it were tied down to any one meaning” 

 

`        George Orwell in the Politics and the English Language 

 

As a political word, ‘democracy’ is probably the most over worked. Revolution, 

counterrevolution, terror, compromise, mediocrity are all defended by the use of this 

word. And as Orwell points out, most of its regular employers have a vested interest 

in keeping it that way. Although the history of its use, is a history of deceit and 

manipulation, democracy is somehow still a virginal political idea.  Understood 

radically, it contains a promise yet to be fulfilled.  

 

There is no doubt that ActionAid has a proud and rich history of a democratic 

culture and debate within its colleagues. This culture has prevailed and flourished 

even under transitions and expansion times. The purpose of this discussion 

document is to raise some of the major issues which define how we view the internal 

democracy of ActionAid, and issues of dissent, accountable leadership and 

deliberative democracy in the organisation.  

 

On the occasion of the program policy training meet of ActionAid in October 2012, 

many of the foundational principles of Action Aid were called into question. Some 

incidents in the past two years have sparked concerns about the democratic culture 

of ActionAid. There are questions whether the organisation is becoming top-down 

with a climate for critical and open debates fast dwindling. A sizeable majority of 

participants  felt that it was indeed necessary to review the polity of the organisation 

for what it claims to be, and to suggest fundamental changes in how we will have to 
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reorganise ourselves to live up to the values reiterated in our successive Country 

Strategy Papers. Even as the staff members raised an issue as vital as this, their 

maturity - also partly because of their organisational orientation, ensured that they 

did not succumb to the temptation of reactive ways but adopted a proactive process 

that would seek to append one more layer of wisdom in the palimpsest of 

ActionAid’s history.    

 

Much of the distinction that ActionAid commands can be attributed to its democratic 

nature besides the progressive worldview that informs its affiliations and operations 

dotted almost all across the country. The organisational reality has been that of a 

special pluralism with a rich variety of hues blending together into one whole. It is 

multi-ethnic, multi-racial, multi-linqual and multi-religious. AA had an organic 

growth, evolving freedom and processes through interaction between successive 

stages of organisational change. The CSP, which is the bellwether that serves to 

influence organisational trends and to presage future happenings is indeed an 

example of how AA builds further on the contributions of staff and the foundations 

of the old that they have built.  

 

Despite the consciousness of the organisational unity on a cultural plane, AA is still 

not politically united as one organisation.  For that matter it can be argued that it may be 

too much to expect the whole organisation to function like a single political entity. 

But when differences in social analysis and approaches come in the way of our 

ability to take progressive stance on issues, it has to be seriously reckoned with, and 

corrected.  Besides the lack of political oneness, the following concerns were raised 

by the larger group in October of 2012.   

 

Unilateral decision making -  The staff members of the organisation who are affected 

by such decisions question the process through which these decisions are made. 

Another area of concern is the extent to which individuals who disagree with the 

dominant view and unilateral decisions in the organisation are seen to be 

marginalised or victimised. These experiences have been raised locally in respective 
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units in particular and have also been raised in the general debates in the 

organisation.  

 

Further, it was felt that ActionAid is increasingly becoming a structure based rather 

than a process driven organisation. This is entrenching hierarchy and making 

leadership at each level less accountable. As expected, rigid structures forestall 

shared vision and collective action, leading to program siloisation and an atomised 

work culture. Economism is a natural outcome of such a culture. Thinking and 

working together is a rarity but whenever it has happened, it has been a learning 

experience.  

 

Restricted ability to theorise / intellectualise experiences – While inability to theorize 

emergent relationships between social phenomena leads to generic conflation and 

lack of direction, it speaks sadly of team work and leadership capacities. Mediocrity is 

the usual result of such a situation. To have ebb and a surge on the same issues at the 

same time within the same organisation is a reflection of abilities being mismanaged 

and resources being squandered. Social transformation opportunities will slip 

through our fingers like the sands of time.      

     

Limited understanding of Social Justice – This has a direct bearing on our 

understanding of power and accountability. The senior management team including 

the directorate has been alleged by the larger group of having abused its power. The 

larger group feels that the SMT is in the denial of being a power centre and that the 

fissure between the SMT and the rest is, in real, a serious issue of disparity between 

the different members of an organisation that makes a claim of equality.  Social 

Justice is essentially about being guided by subaltern worldviews. And as the quote 

goes – to practice justice is to practice liberty. The analogy holds true even within 

organisational constructs.         

 

Resistance to change – An uncritical engagement with existing structures and 

operational routines usually serves well to take organisations on a declining path. 
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There have been many solemn indicators within ActionAid that this may have set in. 

Being opposed to be challenged on one’s ideology, position, decisions, stance, and 

actions is a potent antecedent to a general resistance to change. Comfort zones 

preclude evolution. Ossified structures, a lack of collective leadership and rigid 

operational protocols are preventing able individuals from stopping the slide.  

 

Uninspiring leadership – Inspiring imagination is an unwritten mandate of individuals 

who hold senior positions within an organisation. The larger group calls to question 

the quality of leadership for their want to actualise this mandate. As people are 

interviewed for these posts and are not elected, the issue is much larger and involves 

the process of selection, of whether there is due diligence, neutrality and 

transparency in the selection process. When Simon Bolivar, the liberator of most of 

South America turns to thank Simon Rodriguez, the writer who guided his actions, 

he said thus - "You molded my heart for liberty, justice, greatness, and beauty. You 

cannot imagine how deeply engraved upon my heart are the lessons you taught me. 

Never could I delete so much as a comma from the great percept that set before me." 

It is neither wrong nor impractical to expect similar levels of inspiration from our 

own leaders within the organisation but when leaders do not perform, recruitment 

becomes suspect.  

 

Inability for centralised leaders to sum up and synergise our efforts – As in the wise quote 

from 2300 years ago, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. Unfortunately, 

the good work of ActionAid from across the country is not being summed up to 

form a whole by the central leaders of the organisation. Apart from the immense loss 

of opportunity for social transformation and to showcase our politics of change, this 

also amounts to disrespecting the contributions of our colleagues and partners on 

the ground.      

 

HR not in sync with cultural and administrative demands of the organisation – If the term 

establishment is used to describe specific entrenched elite structures or a dominant 
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group that holds power or authority in specific organisations, then the human 

resource and organisational effective group has to be biased towards the junior staff. 

This is also the base for an organisational culture that is based on social justice. In 

ActionAid, the HR/OE is often seen to be working on behalf of the establishment at 

the cost of opinions and interests of the juniors. They (the larger group) have voiced 

concern about his on many occasions and have demanded that both omissions and 

commissions of the HR/OE group be democratically scrutinised for their actual 

intent.   

 

DEMOCRACY AS A GOAL, DEMOCRACY AS A PRINCIPLE AND 

DEMOCRACY AS OUR STRATEGIC APPROACH 

 

There are very few organisations who do not say that they are fighting for 

democracy. However, when you look at their organisational culture and structure, it 

is clear that ActionAid is one of the few which actively seeks to create a democratic 

culture as both a goal and as part of its organisational operations. The organisation 

itself should therefore be a learning organisation or a school of democracy for its 

staff and our extended partners who lead society in building democracy. 

 

In his usual way, Jimmy Carter once described “the original meaning of democracy” 

as “government for the people.” Many amongst the ruling elites would like to strip 

away the other two-thirds of the famous formula by Abraham Lincoln. Many in the 

masses also say the same: a democratic government is the one that looks after them. 

Democracy does not mean that the people are blessed with a kind or just rulers. It 

means that they rule themselves. But that night in Gettysburg, Lincoln never 

equated his lawyer like quote “Government for the people, by the people, of the 

people” to democracy. In fact, the word does not appear in the speech at all.  It is 

clear from the context that what he means by ‘government’ is more than just 

governance and includes institutions, structures and procedures that empower the 

people.  This holds good even to organisations. 
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ActionAid is a process of struggle which seeks the transfer of power to the people. 

Within this, the central objective of the ActionAid is defined as a world without 

poverty, patriarchy and injustice in which every person enjoys the right to life with 

dignity. This vision also defines the character of the ActionAid and the means by 

which we have conducted the struggle for this objective. 

 

In the latest Country Strategy Paper, we have pledged “Solidarity, camaraderie and 

sisterhood with the poor, the powerless and the excluded women, girls, boys and 

men will be at the core of our struggle against poverty and injustice.” We have also 

pledged for equality, justice to every person, irrespective of caste, class, race, age, 

gender, sexual orientation, colour, class, ethnicity, disability, location, and religion.” 

Just as ActionAid brings its historical learning together with its current resources 

and networks to draft the CSP, the CSP too makes demands on the organisation to 

evolve suitably to be able to achieve its set goals. As a follow up, the discussion 

paper suggests the following points for the organisation’s perusal.  

 

.1. Leadership accountability   
 

Leadership of ActionAid is selected at all levels by the interview panel. The panel 

itself must consist of junior staff from the units that the candidate is to lead. The 

quality of leadership has to be gauged by an independent team on a regular basis 

(Annually) by directly interacting with the whole unit. It must be mandatory for 

individuals in leadership positions at all levels to be given a direct feedback on their 

operational conduct each year. The feedback may range from appreciation to specific 

pointers for improvement and even recall after a due process. No single individual 

must become irreplaceable. The independent committee to evaluate the performance 

of leaders has to be majorly populated with junior staff. The committee should to be 

empowered to advice for recall.   
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2. Collective Leadership and leadership collectives 
 
ActionAid must promote leadership collectives, instead of a single leader at all levels 

of the organisation. A new instrument of governance must be drafted that sets out 

the powers of each of these structures and they should operate as a collective. This 

means that there must be continuous and ongoing consultations on matters affecting 

ActionAid. In addition, it means that all members must take responsibility to explain 

and ensure the implementation of decisions taken by these collectives. Collective 

leadership also means that leadership skills, experience, responsibilities and 

knowledge must be shared. As a consequence, the senior management team should 

be dismantled and its powers and responsibilities be devolved to collective 

leadership groups.    

 

The structures of the ActionAid have to be reorganised in such a way that it allows 

for meetings, cross sharing, review, and collective action at regular intervals. 

Regions, knowledge hubs and non-program teams are the basic units and the 

building blocks of democracy in the organisation.  The organisation can be only as 

democratic as the units are. A culture of regular meetings has to be imbibed – there 

should be at least one every month with all members of the group participating.  The 

minutes of these meetings have to be shared across the organisation. Inter-unit 

collaboration must be formalised through processes as discussed above.  

Furthermore, other structures of decision-making such as zonal and issue based 

groups must be set up and strengthened, and finally, the national decision-making 

should have individuals from all the units who are represented through a system of 

rotation.  

 

3. Dialogic learning 
 
Having discussed the need for a collective furtherance of organisational operations 

as may be outlined in the new instrument for governance, we should debate and 

discuss why situations occur such as the examples mentioned in the introduction of 

this document. If it is a problem that our existing structures and leadership 
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mechanisms are ineffective and that there is not enough mandated space for cross 

learning and individual opinions to influence decisions (advocacy in other words), 

there is a need for a better mode of engagement with each other.  Adopting dialogic 

learning will be a positive move for ActionAid. Dialogic learning consists of an 

egalitarian dialogue based on the argumentation and cultural intelligence that we all 

possess. People’s contributions have to be valued based on the validity of reasoning 

rather than their claims of power. In such dialogues, there are no definitive 

conclusions, and assertions are subject to future analysis, giving the organisation a 

dynamic character.  Dialogic learning helps transform people’s relationship to their 

surroundings and is hence transformative. As Paulo Freire says, as people, we are 

not beings of adaptation but of transformation. Non-dialogic actions on the other 

hand deny dialogue, distort communication and reproduce power. Besides creating 

conditions for dialogue that encourages the epistemological curiosity of participating 

members, this kind of a process also fosters solidarity.  

 

But a dialogic learning not an end in itself. The egalitarian dialogue is to ensure that 

there is support within the organisation for certain decisions and policies and for us 

to be able to explain them to others and to the public in general. This is also part of 

ensuring that as a rights based organisation we remain true to our calling that our 

people should shape their own destiny, and that ActionAid is a genuine organisation 

that would stand by people’s actions. 

 
4. From Unity in diversity to equality of difference 
 
The idea of the right to difference as a legitimate claim should be embraced in 

ActionAid. Hierarchy must not be a criterion to be part of decision making. 

Established power centres have to be restructured to allow for equal rights for all the 

members of the organisation. Each excluded individual is an irreplaceable loss for 

the rest. Let us not forget that equality remains the crucial value in justifying social 

justice. The equality ideology puts to question the idea that hierarchy is a natural 

component of an organisational structure and asserts that equality and difference are 

both opposed to inequality. The ideological symbiosis between equality and 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epistemological
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difference must sensitise us to the potentialities of the much needed cultural 

transformation within ActionAid.  

 
5. The National Conference of ActionAid 
 
As an alternate to the SMT, it has already been suggested that a national level 

leadership collective be put in place. All the units of the organisation will be 

represented by at least one person in the collective through a system of rotation. This 

collective will meet biannually in a National Conference. The National Conference 

which will run for a longer period compared to the existing SMT meetings. It will be 

the highest decision-making body of the organisation and can ratify or change 

decisions or policies adopted by similar conferences at other levels. Discussion 

papers will have to be prepared before the general meeting of the conference. 

Besides unit representatives, other members who can add value to the discussion 

papers can be elected at zonal conferences. In its deliberations, the National 

Conference adopts the strategy, tactics and other policies which must guide the 

organisation until the next conference. The National Conference will also contain 

within it, the power to organise sub groups and summon for special conferences 

before or after their own conference to accomplish specific tasks as needed. Regional 

meetings and Zonal conferences are guided by the policies adopted by the National 

Conference which will be drafted and made available for every person in the 

organisation. It will be in the form of a document that guides the organisation from 

one Conference to another. Regional meetings will happen once every month and  

zonal conferences once every three months. Besides discussing their collective work, 

the zonal conferences will also suggest agendas for the National Conference and 

prepare relevant papers.  

 
 
6. Individual and collective mandates,  
 
In the context of the above our organisational structures should provide members on 

rotation with mandates to guide them when they represent their units and zones in 

various structures of ActionAid and elsewhere. Regions and zones should develop 

discussion papers on specific agenda of their priority. They should also clearly 
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define the roles of units and zones and individuals within them in furthering their 

agenda points. This way, all the members of our organisation will have the space to 

think for themselves, and be able to raise and debate their ideas at any time, and 

advocate them at zonal and national conferences. Leaders at the national, regional 

and zonal levels are expected to lead by facilitating all the above processes and by 

implementing programs as strategized from time to time. ActionAid needs to devise 

ways of keeping all our members informed about all the deliberations and decisions 

in a detailed manner using appropriate media.  

 
7. Evaluation, self reflection and criticism 
 
None of us are beyond criticism. Our structure and strategies are also not beyond 

criticism. Regular evaluations must be held to analyse our work. Questions must be 

asked and constructive criticism encouraged. All the staff should be humble and 

prepared to listen to constructive criticism. As Nelson Mandela had espoused, 

Discipline is a weapon of struggle and transformation. Individuals will join 

ActionAid to be part of and to contribute to social transformation. The norms and 

principles of the organisation should ensure that they internalise these principles 

and work to strengthen the organisational culture. This also includes imbibing a 

culture of self-criticism, evaluation, learning and improving our strategies. 

Disciplinary proceedings must never compromise the basic democratic rights of 

individuals or stifle debate on the issue called to question. Though there will a 

general acceptance of the above manners, the challenge is to integrate this 

understanding into the work of our structures.  

 

8. Conclusion 

Though a democratic culture is central to ActionAid’s character and though the 

openness to debate within the organisation and with our partners distinguishes us 

from many organisations in the country, we cannot be complacent about the need to 

keep raising the bar. This effort to bring together the voices of all the staff members 

is to contribute towards a new beginning in a quest for an even better organisational 

culture within ActionAid           


