
Learning from transitioning 
a large grant to local control 
in Tanzania

Part 1: Supporting partner development

More than ever, local partners are being sought to manage development 
operations in their countries. This learning paper is the first in a four-part 
series describing CRS’ successful transition of a large grant to local control 
in Tanzania. In 2010, the Christian Social Services Commission (CSSC) was 
selected as the recipient of the Local Partners Excel in Comprehensive HIV & 
AIDS Service Delivery (LEAD) grant.

Throughout the transition, CRS prioritized the organizational 
development of the partner. Supporting CSSC to make 
changes in management quality and program quality was a 
complex process, but it ultimately set the foundation for a 
successful and complete grant transition.

WHAT DID CRS LEARN IN TANZANIA?

•	Management quality and program quality depend on each other 
for success.

•	 Preparation is essential to a strong transition.

The precursor to the 
LEAD project was 
AIDSRelief, which 
began in 2004. In 
2012, AIDSRelief was 
transitioned into the 
LEAD program. The 
consortium members 
and the mission of 
the project remained 
the same. In addition, 
LEAD was designed to 
support local partners 
in improving their 
management capacity.

From the beginning of the transition 
to its culmination, program quality 
(PQ) and management quality (MQ) 
went through many stages. Although 
it was challenging to balance the two 
early on, eventually organizational 
development became synchronized 
and comprehensive.

This type of grant transition was new 
territory for both CRS and CSSC. As 
there was no formal procedure to 
follow, they were “writing the manual” 
as they went along. Because CSSC 
lacked previous experience managing 
a large U.S. government grant, they 
were unfamiliar with the rigors of 
the process.

During the early stages of transition, 
PQ received most of the attention—
because the need for technical 
competency was readily apparent. 

Capacity in MQ, on the other hand, 
was a less obvious need. Greater 
clarification would have helped the 
partner understand the importance of 
development in MQ. It’s important to 
engage MQ staff fully from the onset 
of the transition. This helps ensure 
that they understand their role and 
will be active in the process.

During a large grant transition, it 
can be challenging to divide labor 
and responsibility appropriately. 
In Tanzania, clinical staff were 
occasionally tasked to address MQ 
issues. Unfortunately, this was an 
inefficient way to accomplish goals. 
Specific and consistent responsibility 
improves the effectiveness of 
organizational development during 
a transition.
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Management quality and program quality 
depend on each other for success.

In Tanzania, staff were strong technically because 
development in PQ had been clear and up-front. 
But the partner’s management structures did 
not grow at the same pace. Staff had to wait to 
implement program activities until the required, 
U.S. government–compliant systems were put 
in place.

Challenges during the transition gave the impression 
to the AIDSRelief consortium members that CSSC 
had been more receptive to changes prior to receiving 
the grant. They believed that, in order to qualify for 
funding, CSSC had sought organizational development 
and wanted to implement suggestions. Consortium 
members later reflected that the partner’s behavior 
may have changed from a pre-award to a post-award 
stage. While this is possible, it’s also important to 
consider factors that were simultaneously at play.

It seems intuitive that a partner would be willing 
to implement organizational development that 
would increase their chances of receiving funding. 
When the preparatory process before a transition 
is rushed, however, the chance to make these 
changes is shortened. In Tanzania, the preparatory 
process occurred quickly. Discussion and initiation 
of the transition began very closely after the 
proposal writing.

Establishing a strong transition 
and partnership requires 
sufficient preparation.

It’s important that the active parties have enough 
information to understand the process. In Tanzania, 
CRS’ partner may not have understood the rigors 
of a full transition prior to its initiation. When 
organizational changes are unexpected, they are more 
likely to be resisted. Transitions will evolve along 
the way. Neither CRS nor the partner can prepare 
for everything, but they should expect surprises, 
challenges, and successes throughout. Emphasizing 
this to CRS and partner staff from the beginning of a 
transition is important.

The messaging and perspective of the donor also 
affect grant transitions. In Tanzania, consortium 
members felt that the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) gave them mixed messages. 
From the donor’s perspective, it was important that 
CSSC be independent and allowed to do its own 

capacity strengthening. At the same time, CDC knew 
that the involvement of the consortium was essential 
to a seamless transition. Strong coordination and 
collaboration with the project donor are keystones of 
successful transition.

Like the donor, the partner’s senior management 
can set the tone for a transition. Upper management 
greatly influences whether the partner as a 
whole is ready to acknowledge and implement 
organizational growth, especially in MQ. A team that 
is cohesive, open and interested in efficiency will 
be more receptive to the changes that are part of a 
transition. The structural and procedural rigidity of 
the partner’s management delayed MQ development 
in Tanzania. Again, this may have been influenced 
by a lack of understanding about the process. It’s 
important to engage the partner’s senior staff from 
the very beginning of the transition. Ensure that 
they have enough information to feel comfortable 
with organizational improvement in MQ and PQ, and 
continuously seek their support.

Experience in Tanzania shows that capacity 
strengthening is most effective when it is demand-
driven. The top-down approach initially taken 
in Tanzania did not resonate with the partner, 
who perceived the approach as forcing capacity 
strengthening on it. This could have implied to CSSC 
that the partner was of limited capacity—something 
partners truly dislike. It’s important to phrase the 
process of organization development in a way that 
connects with the partner’s needs. When the dynamic 
of capacity strengthening shifted to a demand-
driven approach in Tanzania, CSSC began requesting 
the activities it felt were needed. The AIDSRelief 
consortium then organized the activities. Authentic 
capacity strengthening occurs most readily when a 
partner recognizes its own need. When organization 
development is considered valuable, partners are 
more receptive to changes that are required.

The unique context of the partner will also shape a 
grant transition. Familiarity with industry standards 
varies by partner. The priorities and demands of the 
local partner may also be different from those of the 
international nongovernmental organizations. Unlike 
CSSC, the consortium members had experience 
implementing a large U.S. government grant, and 
they understood the strong need for accountability. 
The Anti-Retroviral Treatment project was also 
their primary focus. But like most CRS partners, 
CSSC had a landscape of other projects and other 
donors that needed their attention. It’s important 
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to consider the realities of the partner organization 
when proceeding with transition.

HERE’S WHAT THE TRANSITION 
LOOKED LIKE

2010

There was no formal procedure for transitioning a 
large grant to local control.

•	 Both CRS and CSSC began to “figure it out as 
they went along.”

•	 CSSC may not have understood everything that 
was involved in a transition at this point.

Discussion of the transition partnership and CSSC’s 
proposal writing occurred almost simultaneously. 
The rapid pacing of these events may have limited 
preparation for the transition and affected CSSC’s 
receptivity to organizational development.

AIDSRelief contracted with the Christian 
Organizations Research and Advisory Trust for Africa 
(CORAT) to conduct a Holistic Organizational Capacity 
Assessment Instrument (HOCAI) assessment.

•	 This occurred while CSSC was applying for 
direct funding.

•	 AIDSRelief evaluated the partner’s potential, 
as well as organizational strengths 
and weaknesses.

•	 AIDSRelief produced a work plan to address 
the gaps identified, implemented throughout 
the transition.

The transition process was not yet supported by 
all cadres of CSSC staff. CSSC’s MQ staff didn’t 
understand their role in the process.

AIDSRelief took a top-down approach to 
capacity strengthening.

Consortium members believed that CSSC receptivity 
to organization development was dependent on 
funding status.

•	 Previous events had created many challenges to 
integrating development in MQ and PQ.

•	 Consortium members interpreted this as 
CSSC being more receptive to changes prior to 
receiving funding.

•	 The Health Resources and Services 
Administration conducted the first of 
two donor-driven assessments. Because 
both assessments were donor-driven, 
the recommendations were more readily 
implemented by CSSC.

2011

Collaborative capacity-strengthening exercises 
increased, including formal training and study tours.

2012

The Health Resources and Services Administration 
conducted the second of two donor assessments. 
Implementation of the donor’s organization 
development recommendations improved the 
complementarity of PQ and MQ.

For more information, contact 
Partnership@global.crs.org.

ALL YEARS

Capacity strengthening in program quality was clearer, and it emphasized more than management quality.

•	 Both components are integral to managing a large USG grant.

•	Disproportionate attention to PQ created a situation in which staff had technical capacity, but CSSC 
did not have the structures and systems to support program implementation.

Responsibilities and the division of labor in the transition were sometimes blurred.

The transition plan was continuously reviewed and updated as necessary.


