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The “Linkages” initiative started by the Southern Africa Trust (the Trust) in 2010 has proven 

to be a valuable exploration of what is increasingly seen as the preferred way to tackle social 

dilemmas and socio-political problems.  As Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 17 

‘prescribes’, the way forward is to deploy multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSIs), collaborations 

and partnerships.  This approach to bringing about change in society is being seen across all 

geographies, scales and walks of life.  It responds to a general issue of gaining collective 

action across disparate interests, types and locations of power, time frames, measures of 

change and much more.  “Linkages” is a timely and informative example of what 

collaboration can look like for evidence-based pro-poor policy advocacy across a range of 

issues. 

 

An MSI approach is not limited to or owned by any particular institution.  However, in all 

cases there is a role player – or combination of players - who, in my terms, acts as an 

Interlocutor tasked with bringing about an AGEing process (Fowler, 2014).  That is, they 

Assemble stakeholders, Guide their interactions towards shared objectives and help Embed 

change in society.  An Interlocutor is specific to context and purpose.  This principle is 

illustrated by the “Linkages” initiative which involved different types of Interlocutor, or Lead 

Organisation (LO) – a network, three Foundations with different goals, a social laboratory 

and an NGO forum – but united in being part of civil society.  Using an AGEing framework, 

this reflection looks at the role of Interlocutors as such, being less concerned about the 

particular policy area they are involved in.  But first, a conceptual observation. 

 

A lurking issue in the report is one of the problematic relationship between a demand-

supply / patron-client theory of citizen-state relations which underpins social accountability 

theories of change (Grandvoinnet et al, 2015) and the (hyper) collective action theories of 

citizen-state relations (Booth, 2012) which underpin the rationale for multi-stakeholder 

initiatives being propagated for the SDGs (e.g., Dodds, 2015).  The “Linkages” Policy Change 

modelling (pages 77-81) tries to hold these together by connecting a cyclic process of policy 

decision making with evidence-based advocacy but without embedding them more clearly 

in the contending relational theories that inform state-society interactions and power 

relations.  A more systematic treatment of the friction points resulting from LOs trying to 

navigate the interplay between contentious and collaborative politics would deepen what 

this important report has to offer.  

 

Compared with the wider field of MSIs, the “Linkages” set up shows two relatively distinct 

features.  First, is a two tier structure where the Trust itself acts as an interlocutor in 
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catalyzing the establishment of the LOs, then coordinating and providing guidance to 

national AGEing processes as well as acting as a direct grantmaker, for example to media 

houses.  In their turn, Local Organisations act as in-country interlocutors, playing a number 

of roles requiring a range of attributes or functional competencies.  This combination 

entangles attribution and Interlocutor functional attributes making lessons less easy to 

arrive at for single tier, in-country arrangements which, given the paucity of SAT-type 

regional entities - are likely be more common. 

 

A second interesting, comparative feature of “Linkages” is whether or not an interlocutor is 

also a funder of (some of) the stakeholders, which has consequences for incentives and 

power relations.  Here, an issue is the extent to which a funding role works for or against the 

sustainability or self-propelled maintenance of stakeholder relationships once the ‘project’ 

has come to an end.  The report seeks an answer to the question: 

 
Has the characteristic of the lead organisation (as either a grant maker or network/coalition) 
materially affected the direction of the project? (Page 16) 

 

It is unclear from the text if an answer to this question was arrived at or not.  For example, 

would the (non)grantmaker nature the interlocutor – and of process resourcing more 

generally – have any influence on the modelling on pages 54, 55 and 56, which do not 

include LOs as such.  

 

Looking at the Learning report through an AGEing lens helps to concentrate on its learning 

value and areas where perhaps more might be gleaned from the experiences gained.  In 

terms of Assembly, the report provides a fine grained analysis of what it takes to bring 

stakeholders together, particularly when it is clear that the ‘less than usual suspects’ of 

private business and parts of government need to be participants.  The study reinforces 

current attention in social accountability debates to the importance of ‘unpacking the 

state’.1  A signature feature of “Linkages” is that, during Assembly, agenda setting, rule 

negotiation and buy-in have been aided by attention to building from what is, rather than 

establishing something new.  Put another way, the “Linkages” approach offers illustrations 

of what endogenous practice can look like when the topic involved is relatively benign.  

Assembly under more protagonist conditions is recognised as having not been tested to a 

significant degree (page 57).   

 

Perhaps a better differentiation could have been made between relative success in policy 

changes related to more technical, natural science topics such as agriculture and pollution 

when set against the more political issues of an enabling environment for civic agency.  This 

is not to say that natural science topics are not highly political, but to recognise that this 

change area imposes a certain discipline and relatively ‘hard’ performance metrics against 

                                                           
1
  http://www.makingallvoicescount.org/blog/accountability-inside-out-outside-in/  
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which the policy effects of stakeholder collaboration on the real, day-to-day lives of the 

poor can be more readily assessed.  In short, Assembly processes can be part understood 

and explained through an intervention typology. 

 

The lessons learned in relation to Guidance are rich, reconfirming the merits of a complexity 

perspective on development as process and dynamic ‘models’ as frameworks for action.  

The substance of the table on pages 47-48 is a distinct contribution to an emerging body of 

understanding that unpacks the usual generic labels of facilitation, brokering, convening and 

so on into deeper lying constituent elements, labelled as competencies.  The “Linkages” 

study adds value by paying direct and careful attention to the pivotal actor – the Lead 

Organisation.  Here, the findings generally confirm and complement existing material on 

what makes collaboration work, most of which comes from the experience of commerce.  

Six categories commonly relied on are: environment, characteristics of the membership, 

process/structure, communication, purpose and resources (e.g., Mattessich, Murray-Close 

and Monsey, 2001; Gray and Stites, 2013; Wilton Park, 2014).  The “Linkages”’ categories for 

LO activities and attributes generally map across those found in the publications.  But they 

do less well against others where recognition of the voluntary association of stakeholders 

and management of conflict rate more highly.  For example, at its outset, the Scaling Up 

Nutrition (SUN) MSI prepared a conflict of interest protocol.  Additions to the competencies 

lessons would be to recognise and give a high priority to conflict prevention and resolution 

that is not back to the status quo ante.  In other words, a critical competence is one of 

making inevitable conflict productive.  Given the relational terrain and MSI objectives, 

somewhat surprisingly the word ‘conflict’ does not appear in the report, with ‘challenges’ an 

unhelpful euphemism that masks a vital capability.   

 

An observation related to Embedding calls for a systematic view and analysis of time frames.  

To what extent can different policy change agendas be fairly assessed in terms of the time 

needed for each?  Agriculture is inherently seasonal.  Expanding philanthropic space hardly 

so.  From an AGEing point of view it would help to compare each LO case in the context of 

time.  A simple table showing time required for Assembly, the period of Guidance to the 

intermediate outcome and an actual ‘best guess’ to Embedding seen in on-the-ground 

effects would help the reader better appreciate a time frame interaction between types of 

policy change and context.  It would help funders to recalibrate what can be realistically 

expected across different areas of policy related interventions.  The search for results are 

set in an arbitrary time frame determined by funding, not the essence of the various policy 

agendas.  As a learning by doing initiative, it would be worthwhile to pay greater attention 

to policy-specific time frames.  

 

A last general observation is the critical significance of the ‘boundary spanners’ internally 

mandated to connect to other stakeholders.  The “Linkages” study reconfirms that the 

importance of individuals’ pre-existing relationships and social capital must not be 
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underestimated.  However, this experience leads to a questioning of assumptions about 

multiplication and scaling unless this ‘personalities attribute’ is somehow included in the 

identification of a potentially effective Lead Organisation.  

 

A concluding refection is that this report is a valuable ‘primer’ and resource for the 

concentrated efforts needed to increase the quality and quantity of interlocutors that are 

needed if the sustainable development goals are to reach anywhere near their ambitious 

objectives for (poor) people and planet. 
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