
Learning from transitioning 
a large grant to local control 
in Tanzania

Part 4: Managing perceptions about transitions

More than ever, local partners are being sought to manage development 
operations in their countries. This learning paper is the last 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.

In Tanzania, staff perceptions about the transition began 
with anxiety and uncertainty. In time, the clear organizational 
growth of the partner—coupled with the positivity of certain 
staff—cleared the way for a welcomed and stable transition.

WHAT DID CRS LEARN IN TANZANIA?

•	Generalized assumptions about local management can shape 
initial perceptions of transition.

•	 A successful transition relies on key staff to promote 
positive understanding.

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.

Even before a grant transition begins, staff and community members may 
already have assumptions about local organizations.

In Tanzania, staff members’ generalized assumptions 
about local management colored their initial perception of 
the transition.

Local organizations are typically 
given less respect and confidence 
than their international peers. This 
can cast doubt on the sustainability 
of a grant transition. Tanzanian 
staff thought the level of service 
and support of treatment facilities 
would diminish with the local partner. 
They were afraid that the program 
might close, affecting themselves 
and the community negatively. Many 
of these beliefs were connected 
to the expectation that program 
funding would decrease for a local 
organization. Staff members were 

also concerned about the local 
partner’s financial transparency and 
resource management.

International institutions are 
also seen as offering greater 
professional opportunities than 
local organizations, often with the 
chance to relocate. This caused 
apprehension about job security, 
compensation and professional 
opportunity during and after the 
transition in Tanzania. Local staff 
wondered whether their jobs would 
remain, whether the workplace 
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environment would be similar, and whether 
compensation would be competitive.

Staff worries were highest early in the transition. 
The process was new and unfamiliar, and there was 
uncertainty about what it would involve. The transition 
was also initiated before funding had been formally 
secured. Because of this, staff members were 
concerned about project security.

In order to lessen staff concerns, CRS and CSSC 
provided substantial guarantees that things would 
remain the same. They emphasized that the same 
systems, structures and funding would be in place, 
ensuring the same level of total program support. 
Staff anxieties also decreased greatly when funding 
was secured for the transition.

A successful transition relies not only 
on technically skilled staff, but also on 
staff who have and promote a positive 
understanding of the transition.

Staff play an important role in managing the 
perceptions of their peers. Key staff members can 
set the example for other staff. If they are on board, 
other staff will be as well. Alternatively, if they “go 
running,” others might also. The presence of these 
exemplary staff in both organizations can calm 
general anxieties and lend the transition continuity. 
They allow other staff to feel more secure about the 
process. Key staff should be continuously reminded 
that there is a place for them in the organization.

In a grant transition, it can be challenging to 
ensure that community stakeholders have 
adequate information. CRS and CSSC conducted a 
communication campaign in Tanzania. The affected 
regions were aware of the transition, but there was a 
long and distilled chain of communication extending 
from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) to the districts. This altered the integrity of 
the information that was being shared about the 
transition.

The attitude and involvement of various stakeholders 
in a project transition influence its image and 
eventual success. Responsibility rests with health 
authorities and the government to take ownership 
of the project. The programs are fundamentally 
theirs, and it is incumbent upon them to work with 
the local partner. In Tanzania, the donor (the CDC) 
emphasized target expansion and program quality to 
the partner at the same time as the transition. This 

complicated staff perceptions about the process. It’s 
important to clarify the pacing and expectations of a 
grant transition from the beginning with all relevant 
actors. They should have a shared understanding 
of the process and present coherent messaging to 
the partner. This will encourage positive images and 
perceptions.

When organizational development occurs 
comprehensively, negative perceptions about 
transition are also minimized. Changes in 
management quality, program quality, staff and 
structures should be synchronized together 
and happen consistently. Similarly, the positive 
perceptions of staff encourage and sustain a smooth 
transition.

A project transition occurs on two levels. First, it 
occurs procedurally and structurally; this is the formal 
transition. But it also occurs experientially, through 
the perceptions and attitudes of those involved. 
These two layers of transition co-create and shape 
each other. Perceptions about the transition can 
support or limit the process. Likewise, a strong 
formal transition will foster positive perceptions.

HERE’S WHAT THE TRANSITION 
LOOKED LIKE

2010

The initiation of the transition prior to funding 
increased staff concern.

Beliefs about local organizations shaped staff 
perceptions.

•	 Local organizations are not as well-respected as 
international partners.

•	 Concerns arose regarding job security, 
compensation and professional opportunities.

•	 Staff believed that program funding would 
decrease with the transition.

(continued on next page)
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ALL YEARS

Key staff played a valuable role in the transition.

•	 They helped other staff get on board with the process.

•	 They guided CRS and CSSC through challenging times.

•	 They embodied the tone of the transition, setting the example for others.

Themes that the donor emphasized complicated internal perceptions about the transition: emphasizing to 
CSSC to expand targets and improve program quality while focusing on transition made priorities unclear.

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


