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Knowledge is invaluable as a navigation tool for any journey you or your organisation
may want to undertake. In development cooperation, the need for investments in know-
ledge development has been underestimated for many years. In 2007, Hivos started to
develop a knowledge programme on issues imperative to the work of civil society
organisations and the development sector at large. The strategy used is knowledge
integration. By integrating various forms of (new) knowledge, such as academic know-
ledge, practitioner knowledge, educational and cultural expressions of knowledge, new
insights can be created and strategies formulated that contribute to the development of
new policies and practices for the development sector.

Our brain’s ability to acquire and retain new information for recollection later on in time is
invaluable for successful navigation through life. Memories serve as a compass for making
decisions for the future; provide a database on ways to conduct complex actions and colours
one’s personal life; however, defining what a memory actually is appears not very easy.
(Lansink 2008, p. 12)

What do we mean by knowledge development?
Defining what knowledge is, is not easy. The value and perceived relevance of knowledge
is dependent on various factors including time and context. The contextual nature of pro-
cessing data and transforming this information into knowledge is a muddled process. Also
the ability to apply knowledge only manifests itself when that knowledge is activated.

In this article, the following notions apply when knowledge is referred to. Knowledge
is invaluable as a navigation tool for any journey you or your organisation may want to
undertake.1 Knowledge acquirement and the use of knowledge (or transformation from
information to knowledge) is a continuous process of giving meaning to occurrences and
trying to influence the course of developments. It is thus more than knowing where you
are now and what surrounds you, but also the need to know what you may expect in the
future. In the realm of an international non-government organisation, this means that
knowledge development should also include disseminating this knowledge, transforming
new and existing knowledge in appropriate and effective strategies, and advancing the
application of these knowledge-based strategies so that they are relevant. When know-
ledge is referred to in this article, this is based on the assumption that there are various
forms of knowledge (academic knowledge, activist knowledge, educational and cultural
expressions of knowledge) and that there are various ways of knowing. The relevance of
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knowledge is largely decided upon by the potential user(s) of that knowledge. This does
not mean that all forms of knowledge are so personalised that their usability is limited to a
small group of like-minded people. It means that when you develop knowledge, you
should be aware of your audience and whether it is appropriate for them. In development
cooperation, knowledge development needs to be relevant for practitioners (active in my
own organisation, our network, other organisations), academics and policy makers.

Now that our underlying notions of knowledge applied in development cooperation have
been detailed, the role knowledge development at the Humanist Institute for Development
Cooperation (Hivos)2 based in the Netherlands will be described. First, a sketch will be given
of the context in which Hivos operates. Subsequently, the way in which Hivos’ role in know-
ledge development has progressed in recent years, and what this role entails, will be described.
In conclusion, some critical reflections on knowledge development will be provided.

The context
Until recently, the need for investment in knowledge development was underestimated by
practitioners in the development sector. Civil society organisations (CSOs) in particular
have been ambivalent towards investments in knowledge development, probably because
knowledge development is a time-consuming process which requires expertise, finance
and continuous innovation. This is especially the case for knowledge that cannot be easily
defined in terms of monetary rewards, and that takes away resources from the direct
poverty alleviation of target groups. The need for a long-term perspective does not fit very
well with the focus of the development sector on quick results in terms of poverty allevia-
tion. In addition, there is not a tradition of close cooperation between CSOs and academic
institutions, although small steps in this direction have been taken.

Over the years, the development sector has increasingly become aware that, in order to
tackle the tremendous complexities of the problems and opportunities with which it is faced,
appropriate knowledge is needed. The sector needs fresh ideas, new knowledge and, more
specifically, the capacity to apply that knowledge to tackle particular issues. Small steps are
currently being taken. For instance, the Dutch Ministry for Foreign Affairs and academia in
the Netherlands are aiming to strengthen their cooperation as is demonstrated by the crea-
tion of the IS Academy and the Development Policy Review Network (DPRN). The IS
Academy and the DPRN aim to strengthen cooperation between researchers and policy
makers in the field of international cooperation (IS)3, and CSOs are involved in some of the
initiatives undertaken by them. The DPRN4 is a network of development experts and policy-
makers in the Netherlands and Belgium which aims to reduce the gap between science,
policy and development practice. At the same time, CSOs in the Netherlands have also
responded to the challenge to cooperate more with policy makers and academics.

In 2007, Hivos started to develop a knowledge programme to address some of the com-
plex challenges the sector faces: how to understand and innovate support for civil society
building and how to promote pluralism in times of growing intolerance. There is an urgent
need to address these issues and ad hoc financing of knowledge creation is not enough. For
this reason, Hivos decided to dedicate considerable resources to the development of know-
ledge on issues imperative to the work of CSOs and the development sector at large.

Hivos: an introduction
Hivos, founded in 1968, is a Dutch non-governmental organisation (NGO) inspired by
humanist values. Together with local organisations in developing countries, Hivos seeks
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to contribute to a free, fair and sustainable world in which citizens – women and men –
have equal access to resources, knowledge and opportunities for their development. Hivos
believes in the creativity and capacity of individuals. Quality, co-operation and innovation
are Hivos’ core values. Hivos is committed to the poor and marginalised in Africa, Asia,
Latin America and South East Europe. A sustainable improvement in their conditions is
the ultimate benchmark for Hivos’ work and efforts.

The work of Hivos aims at structural alleviation of poverty, with an emphasis on civil
society building and on sustainable economic development. Its efforts are focused on
seven themes: financial services and business development; sustainable production;
human rights and democratisation; HIV/AIDS; gender, women and development; art and
culture; information and communication technologies (ICTs) and media. Hivos is active in
more than 30 countries, and cooperates with some 800 partner organisations.

In a European context, Hivos works closely with like-minded development organisa-
tions in Alliance2015. Alliance2015 is a joint venture made up of diverse secular, devel-
opment organisations from Ireland (Concern), Denmark (Ibis), Germany (Deutsche
Welthungerhilfe), Czech Republic (People in Need), Italy (Cesvi), France (Acted) and the
Netherlands (Hivos). The Alliance members cooperate closely in awareness raising and
advocacy in Europe, and also pursue complementarity in structural development and
emergency operations in various developing countries.5 In 2008, Hivos had a total budget
of €99.7 million at its disposal, of which €94 million were allocated to support its partners.
These funds were provided by the Dutch government, the European Union (EU), donors
and savers, and private institutions.

Hivos employs more than 190 staff members. Some of the work is done in four
regional offices located in Zimbabwe, India, Indonesia and Costa Rica. These regional
offices are primarily responsible for contacts with partner organisations, providing them
with services as advisor, supervisor and coach.

Hivos’ roles
Hivos’ core business is financial and political support for CSOs in developing countries.
Hivos provides financial resources, knowledge and contacts to such organisations,
enabling them to achieve their goals and those of Hivos. Financial support by Hivos is
long-term and flexible. Accepting the risks of new initiatives, Hivos is also prepared to
finance costs related to the development of programmes and the organisational aspects
related. Hivos also encourages networking activities between organisations in developing
countries and in Europe. The added value of Hivos in these networks includes its network
of partners, its international contacts, its regional offices, its expertise on various themes,
and its knowledge of ICTs.

In the past 10 years, in addition to offering finance and advice, Hivos has become more
active in advocacy at international level and in the Netherlands. Within the Netherlands,
Hivos joins forces with CSOs with expertise in its own major policy domains. Internation-
ally, Hivos performs advocacy on issues with public appeal in close cooperation with pre-
eminent Southern or international partner organisations, or within the Eurostep6 framework
in Europe. Hivos also acts as a player in local civil society through its regional offices.

Knowledge Sharing Programme
In 2004, adding to the grant making and advocacy role, Hivos started the Knowledge
Sharing Programme to link partners and their experiences within the Hivos network. This
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programme also involved cooperation between Hivos and the Institute for Social Studies
(ISS) in The Hague. It aimed to foster research and intensify the links between practition-
ers, researchers and students in the field of civil society building. This programme entered
a new phase in 2006. For the first time, ISS students went into the field to carry out short-
term research projects with Hivos’ partners. The aim was to gain a greater understanding
of the significance of social movements and involvement of local organisations in achiev-
ing the Millennium Goals. One of the projects involved research into the social move-
ments of the indigenous population in Ecuador; and another involved South African
activists fighting for access to treatment for people with HIV/AIDS.

Knowledge creation, research and learning strategies were not new to Hivos. Over the
years, activities were developed to strengthen internal learning and learning with partners.
Furthermore, small-scale knowledge related projects and Southern research initiatives were
financially supported. While these projects were useful, the scale of the projects and the tra-
ditional donor approach did not always lead to the knowledge being utilised to its full
potential. It also became increasingly clear that some knowledge that Hivos and its partners
required was not available, not accessible or not appropriate. Hivos realised that, in order to
capitalise on its achievements and to address knowledge gaps, it needed to position itself at
the heart of knowledge interactions, and become an actor within this process.

The Knowledge Sharing Programme proved to be useful in terms of intensified
internal learning and sharing of knowledge, increased academic–practitioner interactions,
sharing of insights and knowledge, and nurturing close relations between ISS and Hivos.
However, on critical reflection, it was found not to directly address Hivos’ knowledge
needs. This was partly due to the organisation of the knowledge development process:
Hivos’ new role did not (yet) sufficiently translate into a more systematic approach to
knowledge development. Indeed, Hivos was acting as a knowledgeable grant maker rather
than a key player within the knowledge development process. The nature of sharing also
proved to be limited as you can only share what you already have so knowledge gaps were
not sufficiently addressed. Building on the innovative experience of the Knowledge Shar-
ing Programme, it was decided that a new approach was needed that would more directly
address the knowledge needs of Hivos and its partners. Hence, Hivos re-designed its
knowledge role to that of a ‘knowledge integrator’ and initiated the Knowledge
Programme in 2007. This programme replaced the Knowledge Sharing Programme. It
includes a continuation of the cooperation with ISS on civil society building, albeit in a
re-designed format.

The Knowledge Programme
The Knowledge Programme aims to contribute to the enhancement of the effectiveness
and sustainability of development interventions through knowledge development. The
main focus is to develop knowledge on issues central to the work of CSOs and the
development sector at large but which, at this point, are lacking sufficient and applicable
knowledge. Themes relate to Hivos’ mission and include civil society building, pluralism
in relation to fundamentalism, smallholders’ agency in the global market, civil society in
closed societies, and the intersection between youth, ICTs and agency.

The following questions are at the heart of the selection of these themes: What kind of
(new) knowledge is needed to develop and/or rethink development strategies and inter-
ventions and for what purpose? Why is existing knowledge insufficient? Why is it not usa-
ble? Who can transform existing knowledge to different needs? Who are the key sources
and producers of new knowledge? How should this new knowledge be advocated, and in



Knowledge Management for Development Journal 79

which arenas? How can we build capacities and infrastructures for knowledge integration
into effective development strategies?

Hivos works closely with CSOs and academic centres worldwide. Knowledge partners
include the ISS, the University for Humanistics (UvH, the Netherlands), the Centre for the
Study of Culture and Society (CSCS, India), the Centre for Religious and Cross-cultural
Studies (CSCR, Indonesia), the Cross-Cultural Foundation of Uganda (CCFU, Uganda),
the University of Amsterdam (UvA, the Netherlands) and the International Institute for
Environment and Development (IIED, UK). In order to achieve its goals, Hivos is striving
to become a knowledge hub: a platform for knowledge development. The strategy used is
that of knowledge integration.

Knowledge integration
Sharing and development of knowledge can be more efficient when a strategy is applied.
Knowledge integration is commonly known as a process of bringing multiple knowledges
and knowledge models together in a common framework. Our way of looking at knowledge
integration is that integration of various forms of knowledge, such as academic knowledge,
activist knowledge, educational and cultural expressions of knowledge, can result in new
insights and strategies that both contribute to the development of new policies and practices
for the development sector. This is not a linear process of knowledge development, but a
rather muddled continuum of integrated interactions. Figure 1 gives a rough sketch of what
this entails. This inclusive environment for knowledge integration has as main components
high quality knowledge generation, learning and capacity development.

Subsequently some examples of this process in practice will be given.

Knowledge development
The knowledge development process has at least these four stages: generating knowledge,
disseminating this knowledge, transforming new and existing knowledge in appropriate
and effective strategies, and facilitating the application of these knowledge based
strategies (see Text Box 1). The knowledge integrator role is not only a strategic priority,
but also an organisational one. This entails more than setting up frameworks for more
intensified learning but also creating an environment in which this initiative can develop

Figure 1. Knowledge integration process: a continuum.
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and grow. What is needed is a willingness to go beyond the conventional, to widen the
horizon, and to be challenged. Hivos explicitly links knowledge to creativity and flexibil-
ity. Learning should not only be about effectiveness but also about innovation. Knowledge
integration is also about connecting ideas and creating solutions. This process cannot be
separated into ‘internal’ and ‘external’ learning (could this separation be possible at all)
but is part of the muddled process of knowledge development.

Capacity development
A reflective practice is not new to Hivos. However, bringing critical analyses and experi-
ence together in a more systematic way, is new. An example is the ‘learn–work trajectory’
in the domain of capacity development (CD) which is detailed in Text Box 2. As men-
tioned before, knowledge development is not only about knowledge exploitation, but also
about being able to apply the knowledge that has been acquired. In development that

Text Box 1. Indigenous movements in the Andes region

This project, part of the Civil Society Building (CSB) Programme, is an academic–
practitioner collaboration with the ISS. The project is aimed at improving our under-
standing of CSB as well as related interventions and strategies, and at contributing to
the debate on CSB. For decades, indigenous organisations have been receiving signi-
ficant support from international donors. With hindsight, it can be observed that no
robust theory of change was at the root of this support and no dominant strategy
evolved on how to engage with these organisations as external actors. Furthermore,
changes in the internal organisation of indigenous movements, as well as changes in
the social and political context in the Andes region, called for a rethinking of donor
strategies.

Four western NGOs, including Hivos, took up this challenge and initiated research
into the changing interactions between indigenous organisations and their donors. The
study (Bebbington and Biekart 2007) stresses the need for external actors to reflect on
their practices, roles and objectives. It has contributed to the understanding of the
relationship between indigenous organisations and external actors, and has been
instrumental in the rethinking of Hivos’ strategies of engagement, allowing us to
better support the empowerment of indigenous people in the future.

Text Box 2. Learn–work trajectory

The learn–work trajectory (LWT, Leerwerktraject) is a capacity development (CD)
initiative which is supported by PSO, an association of Dutch development NGOs.
The overall objective of the LWT is to improve the quality and effectiveness of Hivos’
CD practice in support of and in cooperation with its partner organisations. It aims to
do so by learning systematically from the experiences with and results of its other CD
activities. The LWT offers Hivos the opportunity to capitalise on the experiences with
the broad range of CD activities that Hivos organises with partners. More systematic
monitoring and reflection on the results of those activities will enable us to learn about
(and improve) the effectiveness of our CD practice, and to develop and share good and
innovative approaches.
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means, analyse how change processes have evolved and use that knowledge to support
desired change. At all levels, capacity development is core to and conditional for the type
of change processes Hivos aims to support. It implies learning and the effective use of
what is learned in order to achieve personal or collective goals. Capacity development can
take place at the individual level, at organisational level, and at institutional levels. These
levels are closely linked, so if done well, capacity development can lead to multilevel
enhancements. The Knowledge Programme invests in capacity development at the indi-
vidual and organisational level. Activities include trajectories such as summer schools
(see Text Box 3), writing shops and practitioner-research activities.

Capacity development at the level of institutions and society is a complex process of
how actors and sectors develop, and use the capacities to perform their respective roles in
relation to and interaction with each other, in such a way that positive changes in society
can be realised. It is the capacity of the collective that determines the outcome of those
processes. Here modalities such as knowledge networks and the role of knowledge devel-
opment in raising debates can be Hivos’ contribution to CD.

The main components of the knowledge integration strategy, knowledge generation,
learning and capacity development, play a role in each of our Knowledge Programme
activities, but the size and ingredients of the components vary. Knowledge integration is
not about creating a blueprint for knowledge development, but shaping an inclusive
framework for knowledge interactions to enhance the effectiveness and sustainability of
development intervention. Outputs include publications (academic articles, policy papers,
toolkits, narratives), activities (conferences, seminars, summer schools, forums, dia-
logues), training and capacity building programmes, advocacy strategies, an interactive
website, and a knowledge network.

Stakeholders
Knowledge integration is only possible by bringing together different stakeholders.
Involving a wide array of actors and institutions in this project will help rethink and

Text Box 3. Summer School on Human Development and Human Rights

The Summer School on Human Development and Human Rights, which took place in
the summer of 2008 in Bangalore, is part of the Promoting Pluralism Programme, a
cooperative initiative of Hivos, the University for Humanistics (Netherlands), the
Centre for the Study of Culture and Society (India), and the Centre for Religious and
Cross-cultural Studies (Indonesia) and the Cross-cultural Foundation of Uganda. The
Programme is an academic–practitioner collaboration which aims to map and generate
knowledge that will enhance the understanding of pluralism in relation to fundamental-
ism. It works towards developing civil society-based strategies to increase spaces for plu-
ralism in practice. The Summer School included participation from development
workers, Human Rights activists, policymakers and scholars, as well as graduate stu-
dents from the University for Humanistics. The aim of the summer school was critical
analysis of key concepts and issues; exploration of concrete practices; and reflection on
methods and strategies for developing capabilities, such as educational, philosophical
and ethical discussions on basic values of cosmopolitan ethics. You can read the partic-
ipants’ blog and details on the next Summer School, which will take place in
Yogyakarta in 2009, on Hivos’ website.
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identify ways of enhancing the effectiveness and sustainability of development interven-
tions. Actors include CSOs (including Hivos, its ‘current’ network and beyond), academ-
ics, policymakers and business representatives (if applicable). Hivos positions itself on the
intersection between academia and civil society. The Knowledge Programme creates
opportunities for interactions between the producers, brokers and users of knowledge from
North and South, East and West by bringing together different forms of knowledge and
experiences to enhance the effectiveness and sustainability of interventions. This know-
ledge strategy is one of inclusion; involving stakeholders each with different strengths,
experiences and perspectives relevant to the different themes of the programme. Rather
than homogenising the different agendas, diversity will encourage stakeholders to share
and use their knowledge to its full potential. This is not an easy process: aligning expecta-
tions, agendas, time-lines and responsibilities of the different actors is a time-consuming
and intensive process.

This is not only the case for partnerships, where the diversity in actors and expected
outputs can sometimes lead to tensions stemming from a joint concern about whether the
partnership will deliver. Bringing together different stakeholders coming from different
regions in settings of academic–practitioner collaboration can also disturb processes of
interaction. Discussing a theme such as pluralism can lead to a wide range of interpreta-
tions and responses which, without a reference framework, may lead to polarisation rather
than cooperation. Hence part of stimulating multi-stakeholder interactions is bridging
divisions. An example is the Bridge Building Dialogue (see Text Box 4).

Multi-actor partnerships in the field of knowledge development have the potential to
revitalise knowledge networks and offer new approaches to development. The programme
hopes to foster academic–practitioner interactions, in particular by stimulating and
mobilising a critical mass of researchers for development purposes, as well as to create an
infrastructure for increasing the capacities of civil society actors to apply knowledge in
their practices.

Critical reflections
Working in the development sector in the field of knowledge development poses various
challenges. Hence, whatever programme or strategy you design, you must take into
account these challenges together with new developments that may prompt you to adjust

Text Box 4. Bridge Building Dialogue

The Bridge Building Dialogue is part of the Promoting Pluralism Knowledge Pro-
gramme in Indonesia. Indonesia today is marked by the sharp polarisation of society,
based on sectarian lines. Interaction between different groups often takes the form of
heated debates on divisive issues such as the application of shari’ah, state ideology,
religious freedom, religious radicalism and liberalism. Hivos supports Bridge Build-
ing Dialogue, a series of meetings between Muslim and Christian activists and leaders
from an ideological spectrum ranging from radical, conservative to moderate.
Dialogue focuses on shared concerns, such as the impact of globalisation on youth and
education. By building personal relationships, these encounters help to reduce misun-
derstanding, suspicion and antagonism among these different religious groups. Experi-
ences gained are shared with practitioners.
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your strategy. The same holds for the Knowledge Programme and the knowledge integra-
tion strategy. First, it is important to recognise that CSOs have their own position in know-
ledge development. CSOs can benefit from becoming more proactive in this field, but this
role is always (an integrated) part of other roles they play. Hivos is a knowledge integrator
as well as a grantmaker and advocate. This means that even though knowledge develop-
ment should be part of our daily practice, it will always compete with (but also strengthen)
the other roles we play and thus it depends on the organisational objective whether you are
successful or not.

Secondly, cooperation between different stakeholders can be fruitful, but only if each
partner takes its role seriously and does not infringe on the domains of others. In any case,
we need to be critically constructive about the different roles we and our partners play.
Multi-stakeholder processes are challenging per se but, if managed well, can lead to sub-
stantial contributions to the development realm. Thirdly, knowledge development should
be more than knowledge development alone. It should also include building the capacities
to apply that knowledge. For instance, analyses of past experiences can show how we
have come to where we are now, but we also need to know about future expectations. The
challenge is to balance the focus on knowledge development which fits in this output
driven sector, with more intangible processes of knowledge development.

Lastly, be ready to be challenged. We need to open ourselves to (un)expected outcomes
of knowledge development, considering its muddled process. We should be open to new
and sometimes conflicting ideas and perspectives, be ready to critically discuss our
assumptions, accept knowledge explorations that cannot directly be applied and, most
importantly, be willing to risk making mistakes so that we can learn from them. The chal-
lenge herein is to become outward looking rather than inward looking, and remain flexible.

There are, however, also challenges that are not all directly within our scope but to
which we can contribute. For instance, there should be sufficient opportunity (which we
partly have to create ourselves) for Hivos to continue to play a role in knowledge develop-
ment. Hivos’ main funders should continue to allow Hivos to play a role in knowledge
development while academics should have the opportunity to contribute to relevant
practice-oriented processes (which cannot be peer-reviewed in a classical way). We have
to address the knowledge asymmetry in North–South research relationships to broaden the
Southern participation in knowledge development. This is not our main role but, rather
that of governments and academia, but we can strive to involve local researchers when-
ever possible.

Conclusions
Knowledge development is not a goal in itself, it can and should play an important role in
promoting the organisation’s objectives. Hivos’ core objectives comprise enhancing the
effectiveness and sustainability of development interventions and contributing to a free,
fair and sustainable world in which citizens have equal access to resources, knowledge
and opportunities for their development. In Hivos’ opinion, this is to be done by playing a
proactive and integrator role in knowledge development, bringing knowledge and stake-
holders together. To do this, Hivos uses the strategy of knowledge integration. It invests in
knowledge and expands support beyond new research to ensure the dissemination,
application and advancement of existing knowledge.

In the coming years, Hivos will further develop its knowledge integrator role and con-
tinue to foster links, create cross-fertilising networks and disseminate results in the
domains of research, policy and practice. Knowledge management initiatives to stimulate



84 J. Stremmelaar

learning and knowledge development within Hivos will be continued and new initiatives
will be developed. By debating, inspiring, rethinking and critically reflecting on interna-
tional cooperation in transition together with academics and activists from North and
South, we can make a difference.

Notes
1. The Dutch Adviesraad voor het Wetenschaps- en Technologiebeleid (Advisory Council for Sci-

ence and Technology Policy) has been promoting the need to devote more attention to know-
ledge as ‘vermogen’ (can be translated as ability, capability) and less on knowledge as product.

2. See www.hivos.nl for more information about Hivos.
3. For details see http://www.minbuza.nl/en/themes,human-and-social-development/is-academy.
4. Further details about DPRN can be found at http://www.dprn.nl. Hivos is involved in two

DPRN trajectories entitled ‘Gender Mainstreaming’ (www.ontrackwithgender.nl) and ‘Value
chain governance and endogenous growth: how can NGOs, firms and government achieve
social inclusion and poverty reduction?’ (http://value-chains.global-connections.nl/).

5. See http://www.alliance2015.org/ for further details.
6. Eurostep is a network of autonomous European NGOs working towards, peace, justice and

equality, in a world free of poverty, www.eurostep.org.
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