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The peace, security and development nexus is characterized by complex policy issues like 

pandemics, migration, and climate change that regularly cross-national boundaries and 

overwhelm fragile states. These complex global problems require collaboration that spans 

multiple sectors and includes states, inter-governmental organizations (IGOs), regional 

organizations, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), multi-national corporations, and 

militaries. In the past few decades, the impact, influence, and role of NGOs—defined as private 

non-profit distributing organizations that operate independently from government to provide 

social and public goods—has significantly increased. NGOs such as Oxfam, Doctors without 
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Borders (in French Médecins sans Frontières-MSF), and Save the Children are household names 

and have gained recognition as important service providers with the expertise and capacity to 

address complex global issues.  

 

This chapter considers the role of NGOs in the peace-security-development nexus. It begins by 

considering the history of the nexus focusing on important paradigm shifts to human security 

and rights-based approaches to peace, development and security. Next, I examine the 

implications of human security and rights-based approaches (RBAs) for NGO policies and 

practices and particularly how the political requirements of RBAs affect NGO service delivery 

and accountability.  Finally, I discuss how the institutional and political challenges NGOs face 

generate constraints and limitations on their ability to implement nexus policies. Therefore, 

while NGOs are ideal partners in navigating the nexus, they are no ‘magic bullet’ (Edwards and 

Hulme 1996). 

 

Historical Overview 

 

For NGOs the idea of linking peace, security and development is not new. Following 

international responses to food crises in Ethiopia in the mid-1980s, humanitarians noted how 

well-intended emergency relief bolstered corrupt regimes, exacerbated inequalities, injected 

resources into conflicts, and sustained broken economic and political systems (Deloffre 2010; 

DeWaal 1991; Macrae and Zwi 1994b). Humanitarians and academics conducted a number of 

conferences and workshops in the years following the Ethiopian famines to investigate how 

relief aid might contribute to conflict. This research produced three main insights: relief aid 

prolonged conflicts by bolstering feuding factions and maintaining war economies; 

humanitarian assistance was a ‘band-aid’ that did not address the root causes of complex 

emergencies; and NGOs should be accountable and responsible to beneficiaries (DeWaal 1991; 

Hendrie 1994; Macrae and Zwi 1994b; Minear 1988).  Prior to this period, humanitarian and 

development organizations viewed disasters as inevitable and unfortunate events rather than 

preventable or resulting from deep structural inequality, political mismanagement, and poverty  
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(Macrae and Zwi 1994a). 

 

From the mid-1980s, policy and practice revolved around the idea of the "relief-rehabilitation-

development" continuum and how NGOs could bridge the gaps among these interrelated but 

distinct policy fields. In the late 1990s, humanitarian policy took a political turn as major state 

funders of development and humanitarian assistance began linking humanitarian assistance 

more closely to their political and security objectives in fragile states particularly in 

interventions in Kosovo, Afghanistan and Iraq. Concurrently, NGOs adopted rights-based 

approaches (RBAs) to confront power structures that inhibited development and security. RBAs 

purposefully link relief and development by shifting the focus to the underlying structural 

problems, such as the denial of rights and freedoms that are often at the root of vulnerability 

and poverty.  

 

More recently, the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit, and its One Humanity: Shared 

Responsibility report, articulated a core responsibility to tear down the divisions between 

humanitarian and development work and align humanitarian action behind the sustainable 

development goals (SDGs). Sixty-one humanitarian donors have confirmed their commitment to 

these objectives by signing onto the Grand Bargain, which requires changes in their practices to 

better fund humanitarian and development needs. Unlike the millennium development goals 

(MDGs), the SDGs feature peace-related issues, which McCandless argues is a direct result of 

the robust participation of civil society in policy discussions and their focus on showing how 

development is impacted by violence (McCandless 2016). SDGs 1 “No Poverty,” 10 “Reduced 

Inequalities,” and 16 “Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions,” in particular set out to reduce risk, 

vulnerability and overall levels of need, and together provide humanitarian and development 

actors with a reference frame for working within the peace-security-development nexus (Van 

Tuijl 2016).  

 

The nexus is also a practical reality where lines between peace, security, and development are 

increasingly blurred. In 2018, more than 134 million people across the world required 
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humanitarian assistance and protection; a 5% increase from 2017 (UN OCHA, 2019). Conflict is 

the main driver of humanitarian needs; approximately 68.5 million people were forcibly 

displaced by conflict and violence in 2017 (UN OCHA, 2019). The protracted nature of these 

crises combined with low levels of development create higher levels of vulnerability and extend 

the length of humanitarian interventions. Between 2005 and 2017, the average length of crises 

with an active inter-agency appeal rose from four to seven years (UN OCHA, 2019). Democratic 

Republic of the Congo, Sudan and Somalia have had humanitarian plans and appeals each year 

for at least 18 years (UN OCHA, 2019) and seventeen of the twenty largest recipients of 

international humanitarian assistance in 2017 were either long-term or medium-term 

recipients (Development Initiatives 2018).  

 

Finally, the size of appeals has grown in the past decade. In 2017 a record US$27.3 billion was 

allocated to humanitarian responses (Development Initiatives 2018). Humanitarian aid as a 

proportion of total official development assistance (ODA) has also increased from 7% in 2007 to 

15% in 2016 (UN OCHA 2019). The increase in the number and length of protracted crises 

challenges policy makers to design programs that link peace, security and development to 

reduce the frequency, intensity and impact of shocks and the need for emergency relief. 

 

State of the Literature 

 

This literature review begins with discussion of two changes in the normative context that 

produced the current peace-security-development nexus. The first is a paradigm shift from 

traditional to human security approaches to peace and security, and the second is a shift from 

needs-based to rights-based approaches to development. Next, I discuss the features and 

comparative advantages of NGOs that make them valuable partners in nexus governance. 

Traditional definitions of national security are state-centered where the main objective is the 

protection of the state from real or perceived external security threats. National security 

requires the protection of national borders, populations, and territories from external threats; 

the state is most often, but not always, the principal actor that provides and ensures national 
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security.  The post-WWII system of international organizations and its state-centric institutions 

was founded on this traditional paradigm which reified distinctions between peace, 

development and security and created siloes among these interrelated policy areas.  

 

In the 1990s, the United Nations shifted focus to human security, a people-centered approach 

that linked security to development. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 

defines human security as “safety from chronic threats such as hunger, disease and repression” 

and “protection from sudden and hurtful disruption in the patterns of daily life” in the areas of 

economic, food, health, environmental, personal, community, and political security (UNDP 

1994).  The UNDP report identified seven distinct dimensions of human security—economic, 

food, health, environmental, personal, community, and political—defining human security both 

as a “freedom from fear” and “freedom from want.” The Commission on Human Security (CHS) 

defines human security as, “the protection of the vital core of all human lives from critical and 

pervasive threats,” where the rights and freedoms constituting the vital core pertain to survival, 

livelihood and basic human dignity (Martin and Owen 2010; Ogata and Sen 2003). This people-

centered focus is what distinguishes human security from traditional security paradigms (Owen 

2004; Paris 2001; Thomas and Tow 2002).  

 

Human security’s focus on the individual implies a rights-based approach to security, which 

proposes that human security can be achieved through human rights and multiple actors 

provide security based on a moral and legal obligation to uphold and protect these rights. 

Rights-based approaches (RBA) to peace, security and development provide a common 

language for operating at the interface of peace, security and development. Adopting a people-

centered perspective, RBAs apply human rights analysis to investigate the underlying structural, 

political and economic roots of conflict, vulnerability, crisis and underdevelopment, and 

propose solutions grounded in the institutions, laws, and obligations of the human rights 

regime (Darrow and Tomas 2005; Hamm 2001; Kindornay, Ron, and Carpenter 2012). The 

fundamental idea is that conflict transformation, reduction in vulnerabilities, and development 

cannot occur without a guarantee of basic human rights.  
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Hettne argues the paradigm shift to human security constituted a major turning point in how 

policymakers understood and defined development, linking it to security but also changing the 

referent from the state to the individual as “implied in concepts such as ‘human security’, 

‘human development’, ‘humanitarian emergency’ and ‘humanitarian intervention’ [is] the idea 

of a transnational responsibility for human welfare: the responsibility to protect” (Hettne 2010, 

44). This shift, Hettne suggests, means that policies of global development could result in global 

governance structures aimed at sustaining and creating global community. Likewise, Duffield 

sees human security as a technology of governance which permits global, regional and national 

actors “To overcome persistent inequality and insecurities, the efforts, practices and successes 

of all these groups should be linking in national, regional and global alliances. The goal of these 

alliances could be to create a kind of horizontal, cross-border source of legitimacy that 

complements that of traditional vertical and compartmentalized structures of institutions and 

states” (Duffield 2010, 17).  

 

A human security approach to peace, security and development requires a systems-level 

response which coordinates the efforts—particularly information sharing, project planning, and 

needs assessment—of multiple actors based on actual human needs and human rights; 

encourages consideration of the most vulnerable parts of the population—women, children, 

the disabled and the elderly—and emphasizes empowerment, which suggests a bottom-up 

approach that enables people and communities to act on their own behalf (Deloffre 2016b). 

Since transnational NGOs such as Oxfam, CARE, Doctors without Borders, World Vision, and 

Save the Children, and their local partners are on the ground navigating the interface of peace, 

security and development, they are key actors in coordinating and implementing human 

security. NGOs’ comparative advantages, including their ability to work transnationally, their 

flexibility, their presence in local environments, and their commitments to equity and inclusion, 

position them as key actors in creating and enacting these types of global structures of human 

security governance. 
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NGOs have several comparative advantages over states, IGOs and other actors that make them 

ideal candidates for implementing rights-based approaches to peace, development, and 

security. NGOs are more flexible than governments and IGOs, which can engender innovation, 

improve responsiveness to beneficiaries, and facilitate adaptation to changing programmatic 

constraints and opportunities (J. M. Brinkerhoff 2002; J. M. Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff 2002). 

NGOs are able to organize communities and program participants, disseminate information in 

these communities, and foster debate to improve representation (Simmons 1998). Close 

contact with communities produces a rich understanding of conflict and development contexts, 

which informs decision-making as well as advocacy on issues and concerns that might 

otherwise be neglected in program planning processes (J. M. Brinkerhoff 2002). NGOs can 

mobilize non-material and material resources and supply additional capacity. Finally, their 

independence from states provides a degree of neutrality and hence credibility that other 

actors may lack (Simmons 1998; Young 2000).  

 

Given their comparative advantages, policymakers view NGOs as more efficient and effective 

service providers than states and inter-governmental organizations. Brass et al.’s (2018) 

systematic review of the literature shows that published studies usually report positive effects 

of NGOs on target communities and Murdie (2014) finds similar favorable effects on human 

security outcomes as well (Brass et al. 2018). In contrast, Banks et al. (2015) argue NGO 

dependency on donors, their weak roots in civil society, and their increased use of professional, 

technocratic approaches to development reduces their effectiveness.  

 

Major Debates  

 

The human security and RBA turn in nexus governance means that NGOs are simultaneously 

viewed as efficient partners or alternatives to state and inter-governmental actors and as 

challenging entrenched power structures. Two roles which involve competing and often 

incompatible goals and strategies. I highlight four debates here: (1) tensions between the 

requirements of service delivery and advocacy and the implications for NGO legitimacy (2) the 
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benefits and consequences of bridge building (3) how to be inclusive and accountable and (4) 

the implications of resource dependence.   

 

In providing services NGOs fulfill functions that complement or supplement the state by either 

fulfilling the demand for public goods left unsatisfied by government or partnering with 

government to deliver public goods largely financed by government (D. W. Brinkerhoff 1999; D. 

W. Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff 2011; Young 2000). In both cases NGOs work with states to 

provide essential goods and services. By contrast, when NGOs engage in advocacy they pursue 

activities that often place them in opposition to the state such as advocating for changes in 

public policy, demanding accountability, monitoring norm compliance and shaming 

misbehaving states.  

 

While ideal types, these categories highlight how the peace, development, and security nexus 

both creates opportunities and challenges for NGOs. Humanitarian and development NGOs 

provide services and therefore have traditionally viewed their role as complementary or 

supplementary to states. Prior to the 1990s, humanitarian NGOs typically refrained from taking 

political positions and instead adhered to principles of neutrality, impartiality, humanity and 

independence from government. Politics-avoidant policies enabled NGOs to maintain access to 

vulnerable populations especially during conflicts where government forces and insurgent 

groups clashed. Following international responses to crises in Ethiopia, Somalia and Rwanda in 

the mid-1980s and early 1990s, attention to the potential harm caused by NGO activities led to 

fierce debates about the extent to which humanitarian NGOs should engage in advocacy 

intended to alter the political and social structures thought to be at the root of human suffering 

(Anderson 1999; Barnett 2005; Terry 2002). Humanitarian NGOs adopted different strategies to 

either embrace or reject political action (Barnett and Snyder 2008) however, on the whole the 

sector shifted towards consideration of politics by adopting rights-based approaches in the 

early 2000s.  

From an operational perspective RBAs require changes to service NGO practices. RBAs prompt 

development and humanitarian practitioners to assess human rights conditions before 
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formulating their plans and projects; identify rights-holders and duty bearers in prospective 

projects; ensure local participation in project planning and implementation; create and 

strengthen mechanisms of citizen-government accountability; reduce discrimination against 

marginalized groups; focus on processes and programs to strengthen systems; and engage in 

advocacy efforts to promote the rights of vulnerable groups (Kindornay, Ron, and Carpenter 

2012, 476–77).  

Implementation of RBA requires flexibility and adaptive management as the very goals and 

objectives of a program might change given participant input. For example, the Cooperative for 

Assistance and Relief Everywhere (CARE)-Bangladesh developed an innovative HIV/AIDS 

prevention program for sex workers and other high-risk groups called SHAKTI (Stopping 

HIV/AIDS through Knowledge and Training Initiatives) (Bratton and Gugerty n.d.). The project 

was originally designed to raise awareness of how HIV/AIDS spreads and can be prevented. 

However, during project implementation CARE-Bangladesh discovered structural issues—

gender inequality, poverty, cultural and religious norms, and prejudice toward sex workers—

were the key impediments to meaningful change. SHAKTI therefore adapted the program to 

empower sex workers to fight for their basic human rights. This ability to be flexible however is 

at times limited by the constraints of funding contracts as is detailed below. 

 

Embracing politics and advocating for reform has implications for NGOs’ ability to work within 

the nexus. As service NGOs adopt and implement RBAs, they no longer merely complement and 

support states but contest state power and structural inequities (Van Tuijl 2016). As the SHAKTI 

example shows, NGOs give voice to marginalized and vulnerable groups who do not have the 

power to recognize and claim their rights or access to organizations and institutions that might 

make such claims on their behalf (Cornwall and Nyamu-Musembi 2004). This political activity 

makes NGOs vulnerable to scrutiny. Political activity compromises NGO legal legitimacy and 

their access, particularly in fragile and developing countries where laws banning foreign funding 

for NGOs contribute to a backlash against civil society (Dupuy, Ron, and Prakash 2016). This 

delicate balance is in part why most collective efforts to design nexus programming has focused 

on aligning the humanitarian and development sectors, with little tangible discussion of 
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peacebuilding, the most political and controversial aspect of the nexus (Ground Truth Solutions 

2017; Poole and Culbert 2019). 

 

Another way NGOs facilitate and contribute to the work at the interface of peace, security and  

development is by serving as bridges across the multiple levels and institutions in these policy 

areas. Features of NGOs such as their flexibility, ability to work transnationally, diverse funding 

streams, expertise, and independence from government, position them well to serve in a 

bridging capacity. NGOs serve as bridges between global, regional, national, and sub-national 

actors and arenas; between public and private sectors and issues; across sectors of activity from 

relief to development to health to education to peacebuilding; across issue areas; as well as 

between agency and structure (DeMars and Dijkzeul 2015).  

 

NGOs work on the ground and in areas directly affected by underdevelopment, humanitarian 

emergency, or conflict, which gives them a unique perspective on the causes and effects of 

crises, proximity to key actors, and credibility with local populations. During the global response 

to the 2014 Ebola outbreak in West Africa, transnational NGOs such as Oxfam and International 

Rescue Committee fostered community-building and bolstered the capacity of affected 

communities to prevent and manage Ebola transmission by helping them form Community 

Health Committees that analyzed barriers to disease prevention, case management and safe 

burials and then designed programs to mitigate these factors (Meredith, 2015; Deloffre, 

2016b). Transnational NGOs were therefore instrumental in bridging the U.N. mission with local 

communities and implementing a “bottom-up” approach consistent with human security. 

According to UNMEER, areas with high levels of community education and engagement were 

most successful in reducing and eliminating the incidence of Ebola (Meredith 2015). 

 

NGOs have been important bridges working with regional IGOs to advance a more localized 

approach to peacebuilding. Regional IGOs have distinct comparative advantages in addressing 

the complex challenges posed by conflicts because they can detect and respond to a crisis 

quickly and because of their proximity they have a deeper understanding of the underlying root 
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causes of conflicts and longer-term interests in resolving conflicts sustainably (Rodriguez Torres 

2016). They also face several challenges including a lack of financial and organizational 

capacities to play a meaningful role in peace, security and development. Collaboration with civil 

society organizations and NGOs is one way that regional IGOs expand and enhance their 

capacities for conflict prevention and better align their interventions with the needs of local 

populations (Rodriguez Torres 2016). For example, Bombande shows how West Africa Network 

for Peacebuilding (WANEP), a civil society group formed in the 1990s to coordinate collective 

responses to violent conflicts in the region, developed relationships and partnerships with West 

African governments to promote peace and security (Bombande 2016). WANEP helped build 

trust between civil society and political leaders and influenced the institutional growth of 

ECOWAS and the African Union.  WANEP leveraged its expertise and skills in relationship-

building to collaborate with ECOWAS and develop an early warning system to prevent violent 

conflicts in West Africa (Bombande 2016). Furthermore, WANEP bridged the UN, civil society, 

and regional organizations.   

 

While improving efficiency and effectiveness, NGO bridge building may reinforce rather than 

challenge existing power relationships and structures. In advocacy networks, gatekeeper NGOs 

with high status, visibility and access decide which issues and local voices make it onto the 

international agenda (Bob 2005; Carpenter 2007; Stroup and Wong 2016). Balboa (2018) shows 

that environmental international NGOs may be successful in scaling up their efforts and global 

presence, but such success frequently degrades their ability to be responsive to local needs and 

viewed as credible representatives of the communities they claim to help. This paradox of scale 

limits international NGOs’ ability to effectively build bridges that connect the national to global 

levels (Cristina Marie Balboa 2018).   

In adopting RBAs, NGOs, as duty-bearers, have committed to empowering affected 

communities and being held accountable to them. NGOs’ presence on the ground and close 

relationships with local communities, build trust and credibility, as well as enable collection of 

feedback and input that improves program design and implementation, as well as equity and 

inclusion (J. M. Brinkerhoff 2002; J. M. Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff 2002).  
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In designing policies and frameworks on how to operationalize program linkages across the 

nexus, NGOs prioritize local ownership and community participation. For example, CARE’s 

Doing Nexus Differently, commits to 1) localization: empowering and utilizing local actors and 

structures through bottom-up approaches, 2) local ownership and participation: seeks input at 

all steps of the project cycle to include the voices of all partners and impact groups, and 3) 

politically smart: actions should be taken with recognition of local power dynamics and the goal 

of reducing social tensions (Kittaneh Sr and Stolk 2018). Genuine inclusion, where individuals 

and civil society groups are involved in consultative processes that influence the design, 

content, and implementation of agreements, empower communities, boost legitimacy and 

positively impact program success (Lucey 2015; McCandless 2016). A people-centered approach 

also helps identify specific vulnerabilities and needs related to gender identity, disability, race, 

ethnicity or religion, which can improve the quality of service delivery.  

 

Rights-based approaches require that NGOs consider not only how to improve their own 

accountability and legitimacy, but how their actions affect the legitimacy, authority, and 

accountability of local and national governments where they work. The language of RBA 

expands the notion of accountability to NGOs and other actors whose actions have an impact 

on the rights and daily lives of people (Cornwall and Nyamu-Musembi 2004). In enacting the 

RBA through participatory methods, NGOs can model democratic processes, expand political 

participation, build capacity for collective action and interest representation, serving as ‘schools 

of democracy’ (Banks, Hulme, and Edwards 2015, 711). Recent evidence shows NGOs positively 

impact governance outcomes (Banks, Hulme, and Edwards 2015). For example, Murdie and 

Hicks find the presence of international health NGOs increases a population’s support for 

governmental service provision, which leads to increased state spending on health (Murdie and 

Hicks 2013).  

The global peace, development and security architecture however also creates networks of 

governance, which can undermine the authority, legitimacy and accountability of domestic 

governance structures (Goodhand 2006). Emergencies and conflicts can make subsequent 
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development more difficult by diverting funds from local institutions or creating new chains of 

command which are less responsive to local needs. Bodea and LeBas show that in areas in 

Nigeria where non-state actors provide public goods, the state has a more difficult time 

establishing the terms of the social contract (Bodea and LeBas 2016).  

 

To improve accountability, NGOs have developed voluntary collective accountability 

institutions, including Accountable Now and Core Humanitarian Standard Alliance (CHS), that 

establish standards and principles for NGO action and to institutionalize professional norms 

(Gugerty and Prakash, 2010; Deloffre, 2016a). Accountability mechanisms such as voting, 

complaints procedures, and audits check NGO power.  Accountability can also empower, 

transforming hierarchical relationships to horizontal relationships by increasing participation 

and inclusivity. From the perspective of RBAs to accountability, this potential to transform 

power relations is often considered a major reason to address accountability and give voice to 

the voiceless. However, accountability mechanisms designed by NGOs still tend to prioritize 

reporting to states, IGOs and donors and conform to standard models of financial and 

performance accountability that emphasize reporting on short-term observable indicators of 

operational outputs and use of resources rather than long-term processes and impacts (Cristina 

M Balboa 2015; Ebrahim 2003, 2005). 

 

While organizational level accountability systems might prioritize accountability to donors, 

research on collective standards suggests the possibility for system transformation. Research 

on CHS’s predecessor, the Humanitarian Accountability Partnership-International, shows that in 

defining collective standards NGOs, donors, and experts articulated what it means to “do 

good,” and constructed a social identity around good humanitarian practices (Deloffre 2016a). 

In doing so, donors changed their interests and also adopted standards for good donorship. 

Therefore the macro effects of these standards might be improved global governance practices 

and systems (See also AbouAssi and Trent 2016).  
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An evaluation of the CHS Alliance standards finds mixed results. The CHS Alliance standards still 

reflect power imbalances in the sector; initiatives are mostly developed by aid providers with 

little consultation with aid recipients, and affected communities lack the information necessary 

to hold aid organizations to account. Yet, at the same time, these accountability initiatives have 

increased empowerment among participants who are more willing to demand accountability 

from duty-bearers (CHS Alliance, 2015, p. 12). A series of surveys of affected populations and 

local partners in Afghanistan, Haiti, Iraq, Lebanon, Somalia and Uganda designed to track the 

progress of the Grand Bargain commitments show that local partners generally see 

international organizations as responsive, participatory, and communicative (Ground Truth 

Solutions 2018). However, only about half of respondents knew how to make suggestions or 

complaints against international organizations, and those who have filed complaints or 

suggestions reported they rarely heard back (Ground Truth Solutions 2018). 

 

Finally, NGOs are dependent on states and external sources for funding, which limits their 

ability to be flexible, risk-accepting and innovative.  Resource dependence creates incentives for 

prioritizing organizational survival and donor interests over the interests of local populations, 

which results in ineffective programs that lack local legitimacy and make only modest 

improvements to human security, democracy promotion, and development (Bush 2015; 

McMahon 2015; Murdie 2014). Therefore, while NGOs are ideal partners in navigating the 

nexus some of the challenges they face are structural and systemic. Banks et al. (2015: 708) 

argue that these internal and external pressures mean that most NGO activity remains palliative 

rather than transformative. In weak states, the government’s inability to control corruption 

increases the proportion of rent-seeking service NGOs active in a country. Since these rent-

seeking NGOs prioritize organizational or international interests (aligned with the interests of 

their international funders) they lack local roots and legitimacy, which decreases effectiveness 

(McMahon 2015; Murdie 2014).  

 

The structure of funding also affects the extent to which NGOs can implement human security 

and rights-based approaches to peace, security and development. Current funding mechanisms 
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create siloes rather than synergies across the nexus: humanitarian aid and development 

programs are funded by different budgetary lines, emergency assistance is offered in short 

timeframes versus the longer timeframes for development projects, and funding is frequently 

earmarked for specific projects decided by donors rather than empowering local decision-

makers. Flexible funding mechanisms such as the United States Agency for International 

Development’s (USAID) crisis modifiers can scale up funding for rapid response or early warning 

activities or redirect funds earmarked for other purposes to crisis situations. Burkart et al.’s 

review shows inflexibility in funding decreases responsiveness, while increasing non-earmarked 

donations and allowing for autonomous decision making improves the performance of 

humanitarian organizations (Burkart, Besiou, and Wakolbinger 2016).  

 

Moreover, single-year contracts inhibit long-term, context-specific and dynamic program 

planning required to meet nexus objectives. Multi-year funding mechanisms enable systems-

level collective planning, coordination across sectors, and deeper engagement with local 

communities.  While multi-year funding has increased since the Grand Bargain it remains 

insufficient to drive structural change and most international organizations continue to use 

annual planning practices (Poole and Culbert 2019). A four-year evaluation of Department for 

International Development’s (DFID) multi-year funding program found promising but uneven 

benefits of the program; multi-year funding was found to improve program quality and long-

term presence of NGOs and their partners in crisis-prone areas, built trust in communities and 

led to quicker and more effective responses. However, there were weaker effects on better 

contingency planning, preparedness, and cost-efficiency (DFID).  

 

Global mechanisms such as the Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) pool funding before a 

disaster happens, positioning resources for quick allocation when disaster strikes. In their 

review of the scant but growing literature on funding mechanisms in humanitarian operations, 

Burkart et al. (2016) find that uncertainty in funding timing and late arrival of funds increases 

operating costs and paradoxically lower amounts of funding received in a timely matter might 

result in better outcomes. A recent review of nexus financing finds that in practice, pooled 



 16 

funding, while increasing, remains a minor feature of the funding landscape (Poole and Culbert 

2019). Given their resource dependence, the structure and design of funding mechanisms 

matter; NGOs’ ability to design and implement effective nexus programs is limited by the scope 

and nature of their funding.  

 

Future Research 

Complex global problems such as climate change, migration, and protracted conflicts require 

global action that includes a multitude of actors governing across borders and issue areas. The 

types of flexible, innovative, and nimble policy solutions required play to the strengths of NGOs, 

their expertise and capacity. This chapter has demonstrated how human security and rights-

based approaches to peace, security and development have affected NGO policies, practices 

and activities, notably by creating the expectation of political action intended to transform 

political systems and address the root causes of underdevelopment and crisis. NGOs contribute 

and facilitate human security governance by advocating for these transformations, building 

bridges between various actors, sectors, and realms of governance, and pursuing bottom-up 

approaches to human security. However, this chapter has also shown how the competing and 

conflicting demands of service delivery and advocacy as well as institutional contexts create 

both opportunities and challenges for NGOs.  

While this chapter has focused on the role of NGOs in the peace, security, and development 

nexus, successful implementation of nexus programming requires multi-stakeholder solutions. 

Conceptualizing nexus governance requires mapping the main actors working in these sectors, 

their comparative advantages, and capacities across scales. Analyzing cases of existing work in 

the nexus would determine different forms of collaboration and how to build synergies across 

scales and contexts. Case studies would also reveal which actors dominate these processes, who 

wins and loses, and which goals and objectives are prioritized and by whom.  

The peace, security, and development nexus intends to reshape and remake aid to be more 

effective and empowering. A promising area of research is investigating the nature and extent 

of this power shift. First, what are some ways that we can measure the power shift—from 
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actors in the global North to the South—to determine whether it actually exists? For example, 

NGOs such as ActionAid and Amnesty International have relocated their headquarters from the 

global North to the South to empower their local partners. How has relocation impacted their 

operations, practices and policies? Has it created meaningful change or superficial fixes? 

Second, how do NGOs build capacity or increase participation? Does capacity building involve 

simply a transfer of skills where NGOs headquartered in the global North are the teachers of 

norms, practices and procedures? Or does capacity-building and participation include deeper 

processes of social learning–interactions through which social actors actively redefine and 

reinterpret social reality by exchanging knowledge and practices, which generate new collective 

understandings and identities? Investigating processes of learning and diffusion would reveal 

the distribution of power and power dynamics between transnational and local NGOs. Finally, 

true localization and empowerment would mean that transnational NGOs would become 

redundant in developing contexts and might gradually withdraw to permit local actors to take 

over these roles. Under what conditions would this type of planned obsolescence lead to 

positive outcomes in terms of building capacity, improving service delivery, and increasing 

participation?  

 

A final avenue for future research on NGOs and the peace-development-security nexus is 

engaging in meta-analyses of their activity and of nexus governance. Ultimately, the aspiration 

and long-term goal of nexus thinking is to engender systemic change, which will invariably take 

time. Meta-analyses of nexus governance will generate understanding of what works and does 

not, what progress has been made, and the extent to which the system is being transformed. A 

meta-analysis could evaluate the aggregate effects of individual NGO programs on decreasing 

poverty, inequality, insecurity and underdevelopment in a given context. A meta-evaluation of 

donor management styles and funding mechanisms could explore the effects of different 

financing schemes on nexus outcomes across an array of cases worldwide to establish an 

evidence-base for what works in terms of meeting collective outcomes. Meta-analyses of 

collective accountability systems could evaluate the extent to which these efforts have closed 
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the democratic deficit, empowered local populations, diffused to local settings, and improved 

the quality of aid.  
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