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GEOASKS: Rajasvini Bhansali, International Development 
Exchange 

The International Development Exchange has recently released an infographic of its revised theory of change. This 
theory of change was a result of years of in-depth conversations with grantee partners, board members and other 
stakeholders around the world. The purpose was to understand how IDEX could best support its partners to reach 
their long term social change goals. In this issue of GEOAsks we talk to Rajasvini Bhansali, executive director of 
IDEX, to learn about the collaborative process the foundation underwent to develop this new theory of change. 
Bhansali also shares how the foundation has embraced collaborative learning in every aspect of its work, from 
learning exchanges to the development of global alliances.  

GEO ASKS: Can you provide a bit of background on IDEX’s work?  

R.B.: IDEX is a nonprofit grantmaking organization, a public foundation that works through long-
term flexible funding partnerships to support local community-based organizations in Asia, Africa 
and Latin America. Our long-term general operating support is augmented with capacity-building 
and program-related resources. One of our goals is to shift the cultural paradigm of international aid 
efforts, which are historically conducted in a top-down fashion, ignoring local wisdom. We work to 
turn this upside down, relying on the wisdom and expertise of locals and supporting them in gaining 
the rights and capacity they need to tackle exclusion and strengthen their communities. We’ve had 
this partnership model for 20 years and we’ve always believed that it is crucial to have a grantmaking 
model that focuses on social change over transactional funding.   

At IDEX, we see ourselves not as drivers, but as enablers of long-term social change. We deeply 
believe that when people on the front lines are empowered and have the necessary resources, support 
and capacity they can implement the programs that are most needed for their communities. In reality, 
those of us in the Global North are often not in the best position to understand local problems. This is 
why we fund the kind of local, grassroots work that can create long-lasting, sustainable outcomes. 
We target established organizations, with a local base and credibility, and provide funding and 
support to help them get to the next level. But this approach only works if it’s not rushed. It requires 
time, patience and restraint. We need to be willing to learn alongside grantees and understand that 
experimentation goes two ways.  

GEO ASKS: What is IDEX’s philosophy on learning collaboratively with 
stakeholders, and what benefits do you see in working in this way? 

R.B.: Since our founding in 1985 we have worked with about 1,000 grassroots organizations and we 
reach about 1.2 million people every year. These are small-scale farmers, indigenous peoples, ethnic 
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and sexual minorities, women and children. It is not ‘typical procedure’ in much of international 
philanthropy to learn from these groups. They are seen by others simply as people who need grants 
from us. But our philosophy is that we have missed out on the opportunity to learn from people who 
are already trying and testing solutions in resource-poor places. There needs to be a change in the 
power balance because philanthropy has a lot to learn about building connections and alliances and 
adding value to them, rather than fragmenting these groups.  

The benefits in working in this way are top of mind for me because we recently published a learning 
and evaluation report. Four years ago we commissioned an external evaluation because, while the 
model seemed strong to us and provided a necessary alternative to standard international aid, we 
wanted to get an idea of its effectiveness from the perspective our partners, and to see what our 
impact has been. The results blew us away.  

For example, many of our partners had been successful in scaling up their influence and expanding 
their geographic scope. Due to the long-term general operating and capacity-building support we 
provide, they were able to build the necessary systems and infrastructure to grow. Another 
unexpected finding was that many grassroots partners had linked and allied with larger social 
movements, locally, regionally and internationally. They attributed this to IDEX’s network-weaving 
activities and noted that this was actually a critical priority to them. On their own, they would not 
have had the time and resources to do so.   

As a grantmaker without an endowment, we have struggled at times, especially during the financial 
crisis, to fundraise the necessary resources for the level of grants we’d like to disburse every year. 
Naturally, our partners, who were themselves struggling during the financial crisis, would prefer a 
steady supply of grant funding. IDEX took pains to increase the amount of third-party funding we 
could direct to our partners, for instance by nominating them for awards. In fact, in our most lean 
years, we doubled the amount of indirect funding for our partners through our brokering and linking 
role.  

After this report, we decided it was time to fine tune our theory of change, acknowledging what our 
partners valued and wanted from us, and to transform our strategies and programs to meet their 
emerging priorities. 

GEO ASKS: Can you tell us more about the collaborative process you 
underwent to create your updated theory of change? 

R.B.: Yes, it really came as an outgrowth of the 2012 Learning and Evaluation Report I mentioned. 
We realized we needed to adjust our theory of change to meet the needs of partners and expand our 
impact. From late 2012-2014 we worked on translating the report into several languages and sending 
it out to our grantee partners. We followed that up with a listening and learning tour with our grantee 
partners, to discuss what role IDEX should play. We came out with four critical areas of focus: 

• Community Self-Determination: This allows local level organizations to adapt to the needs 
in their communities and hold IDEX accountable as an international partner to ensure that the 
programs we fund are intersectional and holistic in their approach, to support that flexibility.  

https://www.idex.org/impact/
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• Organizational Resilience: This means going beyond sustainability. Resilience requires 
organizations to be deeply networked and able to take on long-term work.   

• Global Solidarity: This area is about connecting movements and organizations, not just the 
Global North and Global South, but within and among the Global South, in Africa and Asia. 
With our birds-eye view, we are able to see and support these connections. 

• Social Justice Funding from the United States: We have an opportunity to help inspire 
more donors and funders in the U.S. to give to grassroots groups in the Global South. Very 
little goes to these organizations, and even when it does, it’s mostly to the largest, most 
established groups. Also, there is a need for more opportunities for grassroots organizations 
in the U.S. to learn from their peers around the world in order to achieve social justice goals.  

The full version of the theory of change, of course, has short, medium and long-term outcomes that 
we, IDEX and our nonprofit partners, are mutually accountable for. We both have roles and can’t 
accomplish our larger objectives unless we do it together.  

This new theory of change isn’t just an ideological document; it has informed everything we do and 
has helped us fine tune our strategy and internal structure. But we didn’t stop there, we translated this 
new version and this time sent it out to grantee partners, our donors (for whom we serve as an 
intermediary), our board and our staff. This led to our next iteration, which we have whittled down 
into a one-page infographic. After some additional work we were able to create an interactive 
infographic that is both a metaphorical representation of the social change we hope to see and is 
accessible to the general public to inspire people to understand what we are all about. 

Even as we launch this new theory of change, we are learning more from discussions with partners 
and peers, and we are adjusting once again.  

GEO ASKS: Can you provide some background on the learning 
exchanges you’ve hosted? 

R.B.: We have held three learning exchanges around sustainable agriculture and food sovereignty in 
Mexico, India and South Africa, led by our partners on the ground. We play a purely supportive role, 
providing resources and visibility. Since the exchanges are regionally curated, people from 
neighboring countries working on food security issues could share lessons with one another. The 
exchanges brought together over 100 groups in recognition of the fact that so many people are 
working at solutions to these problems at different levels and we are currently too siloed. As a result 
of these events, we’ve seen people come up with collective solutions and campaigns. So much 
funding goes to inventing new solutions when, in reality, many of the answers are already there; they 
just are not being shared across the board. 

We also do alliance building work between our partners in the Global South and the United States. 
We connect folks working in similar areas within their communities and provide them a space to 
learn from each other’s strategies. For example, after bringing a community partner working on 
environmental justice issues in South Africa to meet with a group working on environmental issues 
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in California, they established a deep relationship and empathy for one another. Later, when there 
was a blast in a Chevron factory in Richmond, California, even before the local group had organized, 
the group based in Durban had already published a statement and held a rally in support of 
communities in Richmond and shared the effective strategies they’ve leveraged against major 
polluters.  

The refrain that “we’re all in this together” has gained new significance through these exchanges and 
alliance building efforts.  

GEO ASKS: What are some of the challenges of collaborative learning 
and how would you recommend other funders confront them when 
taking on this work? 

R.B.: It is a slow-acting method. It requires patience, receptivity, restraint, humility, and being 
mindful of power imbalances. Continuous experimentation and curiosity are what makes learning 
together work. There is no one size fits all; it’s important to find out what works for you and your 
partners. We are a public foundation so we have to raise all of our resources and while we accept the 
conditions of risk-taking and flexibility, not all donors do. It’s so fundamental to how we work that 
we accept that not everyone is going to be a philanthropic partner in this journey. Our role includes 
bringing people along, but it takes time — they have to unlearn traditional philanthropy or “aid” 
mindsets about constantly pushing and expecting quick results. It’s not as glamorous to work slowly 
but thoughtfully and deeply.  

It’s important to not just invest in learning, but also in sharing and amplifying the learning. Doing so 
engages and inspires people to take part. Our grantee partners are surprisingly not proprietary; they 
want to share with others so that they can engage one another and make progress on their work. We, 
as funders, serve as a way to translate, share and bridge the divides that can prevent this free flow of 
knowledge.  

This is why I am personally excited about helping to curate The IDEX Academy, which is an 
opportunity for philanthropy’s leaders to learn from those leading grassroots movements and 
organizations in the Global South. It’s all about how we learn and from whom. Can we teach the next 
generation of international development and philanthropy professionals alongside our grassroots 
allies and leaders on the ground? How do we maintain that kind of learning attitude — which is the 
backbone of cultural competency in this century – in every sector, not just philanthropy?  

We feel strongly that collaborative learning isn’t a perfect, wrapped up, out of the box model. It’s a 
practice. You can only learn it by doing and experimenting.  

I’ve also been documenting our internal practices that bolster a learning culture on our blog, if fellow 
GEO members would like to learn more.   

https://www.idex.org/academy/
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