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The number of communities affected by disasters has been rising. As a result, non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) that attend community post-disaster reconstruction are often unable to 
deliver all requirements and have to develop cooperative approaches. However, this collaboration 
can cause problems because of the complex environments, the fight for limited resources and 
uncoordinated management, all of which result in poor service delivery to the communities, adding 
to their woes. From extensive field research and case studies conducted in the post-Wenchuan 
earthquake-stricken communities, this paper introduces an integrated collaboration framework for 
community post-disaster reconstruction with the focus on three types of NGOs: international, 
government organised and civil. The proposed collaboration framework examines the three inter-
related components of organisational structure, operational processes and reconstruction goals/
implementation areas. Of great significance in better promoting collaborative participation between 
NGOs are the crucial concepts of participatory reconstruction, double-layer collaborative networks, 
and circular review and revision.
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Introduction
More than 210 million people suffer every year from the effects of natural disasters, 
and the figure looks set to rise. Along with the growth of affected people, there has 
been a commensurate growth in the number of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
equipped to deal with such disasters (Charles et al., 2010, p. 157). These organisations, 
working independently or cooperatively, have been found to make significant con-
tributions to the reconstruction effort and, working alongside government organisa-
tions, are an integral part of the relief effort (Mohanty, 2008). Examples can be found 
in the NGOs’ role in societal structural reconstruction after the 1995 Kobe earthquake 
in Japan (Shaw and Goda, 2004), the assistance given in permanent housing projects 
after the 1999 Turkish earthquake ( Johnson, 2007), the provision of relief assistance 
to victims after the 1998 floods in Bangladesh (Paul, 2003), and the implementation 
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of a rehabilitation livelihood programme after the devastating 2004 tsunami in India 
(Kilby, 2008).
 Disasters have a considerable impact on communities. Post disaster, they find them-
selves in need of housing, counselling and other special services. Community post-
disaster reconstruction (CPDR) is a reconstruction planning mechanism that addresses 
these basic needs by rebuilding housing and critical infrastructure, renewing the 
economy and rehabilitating society (Lawther, 2009). In the past, little research on 
post-disaster reconstruction has focused on CPDR (Pyles, 2007, p. 321), but recently 
it has become a more important issue (Meheux et al., 2010). The heart of CPDR 
is that it involves the local community in decisions on post-disaster reconstruction: 
recent experiences have shown that this is crucial to its success (Bajek et al., 2008; 
Davidson et al., 2007; Patterson et al., 2010).
 In recent years, NGO involvement in CPDR has increased (Von Meding et al., 
2009). Though many NGOs specialise in different areas of relief, their limited 
resources mean that collaboration is often necessary and, as a result, NGOs have 
developed cooperative approaches to problem solving, which in turn have resulted in 
lower conflict probability (Lukaszczyk and Williamson, 2010). To achieve shared 
goals for the delivery of relief aid, inter-organisational collaboration among NGOs 
uses collective decision making and resource sharing, which improves both the use 
of organisational resources and service delivery effectiveness (Meier, 1995), and thus 
develops their capacity to cope with complicated post-disaster environments (Gray 
and Wood, 1991). In contrast, a lack of cooperation can result in a significant waste 
of resources both in the field and in administrative costs. According to an official 
from the Iranian Ministry of Health, after the 2003 Bam earthquake in Iran, while 
he was desperately trying to set up field hospitals and bury the dead, representatives 
from more than 100 international NGOs individually requested meetings with him, 
increasing the confusion (Wood, 2004).
 On 12 May 2008, a devastating 7.9 Mw earthquake struck Wenchuan, a historic 
county in Sichuan province, southwest China. The earthquake was felt across half 
of China and left 80,000 dead or injured and four million homeless (Klinger et al., 
2010), and had an immense impact on people’s daily lives (Xu and Liao, 2011; Xu and 
Song, 2011a and 2011b; Xu and Wu, 2011). Because of the tremendous demand for 
public services and the limited capacity of local governments, within a month more 
than 300 NGOs and three million volunteers arrived in the affected areas (Roney, 
2011). From the survey presented in this paper, more than 20 NGO alliances were 
formed, such as the Sichuan NGO Disaster Relief Joint Office with nearly 30 NGOs, 
and the 5•12 Civil Aid Services Centre with more than 30 members. This NGO 
involvement considerably eased the pressure on the government and local people, 
and aided significantly in protecting and saving lives and property. However, over the 
following year, as the supervision from the local, provincial and national government 
bodies became stricter and the reconstruction effort became more complex, more 
than half the initial NGOs withdrew, disturbing the collaborative cohesion. This 
situation could be compared to the 2005 Carlisle flood disaster relief effort where it 
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was found that cohesion increased in line with hazard severity at the initial flood 
stage, and when the severity decreased, the cohesion decreased (Chang, 2010).
 Even though previous research has investigated the relationships between NGOs, 
governments, communities and other stakeholders (Kilby, 2008; Luna, 2001; Rocha 
and Christoplos, 2001; Thompson, 2010), it has seldom focused on the forms of col-
laborative relationships in CPDR. In this paper, three typical NGO collaborations 
are studied and an integrated collaborative framework for CPDR suggested. The 
findings of this research have implications for the promotion of effective participation 
in the post-disaster reconstruction process.

Field research in Wenchuan quake-hit communities, 2008
Field research was conducted in 20 quake-stricken counties and cities in Sichuan 
province and was part of a series of research projects on post-Wenchuan earthquake 
recovery and reconstruction (Xu and Lu, 2012). From the preliminary investigation, 
the authors and their team completed four research papers that investigated the col-
laboration between the different kinds of NGOs as well as those NGOs and local 
governments working in post-Wenchuan earthquake reconstruction from a systems 
engineering perspective (Xu and Cui, 2011; Xu and Du, 2010; Xu and Meng, 2011; 
Xu and Zhuo, 2011). As a continuation study, the research team conducted field 
observations and interviews from May to September 2009, focusing on the types of 
NGOs involved in CPDR, and analysed the results using social science theories. 
Drawing on case studies, the CPDR collaboration framework was summarised and 
NGO team collaboration improvement measures suggested.
 Incomplete statistics suggest that following the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake some 
130 NGOs intended to be involved in the reconstruction work throughout the affected 
communities for more than three years. This study classifies the NGOs into three 
categories according to their localisation degree and their relationship with the gov-
ernment. The first category is the international NGOs (INGOs)—the NGOs that 
come to quake-hit areas from foreign countries. INGOs are increasingly regarded 
as important for their capacity to deal with development matters such as poverty 
alleviation, sustainable development and human rights (Madon, 1999). The second 
category is the government organised NGOs (GONGOs), which are official organi-
sations actively involved in social welfare and public affairs, and who often have close 
relationships with governments. A GONGO is an organisation created by a govern-
ment or one of its agencies (Cumming, 2010, p. 779). The third category is civil 
NGOs (CNGOs), that is, NGOs that are local and traditional. CNGOs have played 
an important role in self-aid and long-term reconstruction. All three categories are 
listed in Table 1.
 Twenty-four NGOs (five INGOs, three GONGOs and 16 CNGOs) were inves-
tigated. Due to financial and time constraints, three typical NGO teams were studied. 
Team A was INGO centred, Team B was GONGO centred and Team C was CNGO 
centred. These three cases were selected because of their representative peculiarities, 
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Table 1. Three categories of NGOs in post-Wenchuan earthquake reconstruction

Category Contents of community reconstruction Characteristics in reconstruction

INGO • Supporting infrastructure system reconstruction
• Protecting the eco-environment
• Cooperation with governments and local NGOs

• High specialisation
• Effective management
• Localisation

GONGO • Housing rebuilding
• Public service facilities rebuilding
• Disaster prevention

• Cooperation with governments
• Supporting other social organisations
• Long-term planning

CNGO • Mental health assistance
• Care for special populations
• Establishing a platform for volunteers

• Projects with a wide range and various types
• Emphasising collaboration and innovation
• Information technology supporting networks

Source: authors.

Table 2. The basic data for the investigated NGO teams and their CPDR work 

NGO 
team

Aided community NGO participants

Category Code name Professional work in aid project

Team A Gao village, located in  
the southeast of Anxian 
County, Sichuan province

INGO* INGOA* Community integrated development  
projects

CNGO CNGOA1 Feeding management assistance

CNGO CNGOA2 Disease control consulting

CNGO CNGOA3 Villagers’ training services

Team B Min village, located in the 
northeast of Deyang City, 
Sichuan province

GONGO* GONGOB* Providing funds and organising reconstruction

INGO INGOB1 House rebuilding, training and counselling

CNGO CNGOB1 Mental health assistance

CNGO CNGOB2 Education service

CNGO CNGOB3 Planting training and counselling

CNGO CNGOB4 Livestock training and counselling

Team C Bai community, located 
along the Longmenshan 
Fault Zone, 30 kilometres 
away from the epicentre of 
the Wenchuan earthquake

CNGO* CNGOC1* Research on citizen and social development

CNGO* CNGOC2* Professional training for volunteers

CNGO* CNGOC3* Long-term development management

CNGO* CNGOC4* Long-term development management

GONGO GONGOC1 Providing funds for community reconstruction

CNGO CNGOC5 Providing funds for community reconstruction

CNGO CNGOC6 Undertaking specific reconstruction project

INGO INGOC1 Undertaking specific reconstruction project

Note: * represents the central NGO of the NGO team.

Source: authors.
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which allowed for a better analysis of typical collaboration efforts. The basic data of 
the three NGO teams are listed in Table 2. To maintain confidentiality, the type of 
NGOs and the work they do are described but are given code names. Because the 
primary focus was to study CPDR NGO collaboration, NGOs’ previous experience 
is not described in detail.
 Investigators trained in social research went to the communities where NGO teams 
were established and, while working alongside the relief effort, conducted field sur-
veys.1 Through extensive interviews, the data were verified and an understanding 
gained as to how the NGOs collaborated and what their relationship was with stake-
holders. The field research process is illustrated in Figure 1. During the interviews, 
six members of the research team volunteered to take part in community reconstruc-
tion, which not only increased trust between the research team, the villagers and the 
NGOs, but also allowed them to gain direct experience and first-hand data. Second-
hand data such as internal briefings and media reports also made significant contri-
butions to this study.
 The nature of the NGOs’ CPDR involvement and the cross-NGO cooperative 
mechanisms were investigated using in-depth interviews and a study of related data. 
Because the field research was conducted for only five months, it was difficult to gain 
a detailed and complete picture of the complicated logic of NGO inter-organisational 
collaboration. Nevertheless, from this brief study it was possible to collect enough data 
to develop an integrated collaborative model for NGO involvement in CPDR.

Figure 1. Field research process

Source: authors.
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Case studies
Case A: INGO-centred team

INGOA* is dedicated to working with communities to relieve poverty by provid-
ing livestock to rural households. It built its China office in Chengdu, the capital 
of Sichuan province, 19 years before the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake. INGOA* has 
for many years developed aid projects with local governments and NGOs for commu-
nities in the affected counties. Immediately after the earthquake, INGOA* became 
involved in post-disaster relief and reconstruction. In early November 2008, the 
INGOA* Reconstruction Project Office (RPO) was founded with the primary aim 
of connecting partners, identifying community requirements and developing pro-
ject planning. Gao village was one such community aided by INGOA*. Here, more 
than half the farmland had been damaged, so village livelihoods were difficult to 
maintain. INGOA* developed a livestock development concept to assist in the recon-
struction of the village. Figure 2 shows the collaborative model of Case A.
 The INGOA* staff determined Gao village’s urgent needs from an initial commu-
nity investigation and submitted an aid project proposal to the RPO. Because of the 
project demands and lack of experience in post-earthquake reconstruction, INGOA*’s 
cooperative strategy required three partners. First, it needed local government sup-
port. It had previously developed a close collaborative relationship with the local Animal 
Husbandry Bureau, which provided policy support for the project. Second, it needed 
the assistance of other NGOs. INGOA* was a core member of the 5•12 Civil Aid 
Services Centre, whose platform was used to find suitable partners. Three CNGOs 
joined INGOA*’s team: CNGOA

1 was an expert in feeding management; CNGOA2 
was an expert in disease control; and CNGOA3 was an expert in villager training. 
Third, INGOA* needed a community advocacy member, so it developed commu-
nity mutual assistance units (CMAUs), the members of which were mainly villagers, 
which helped in the enhancement of community cohesion and ensured the continu-
ity of the project.
 INGOA*’s plan was to develop community integrated development projects over 
three years. In the project implementation phase, 300 families in Gao village received 
livestock and poultry, such as cattle, pigs and chickens, for local breeding.2 Before 

Source: authors.

Figure 2. Collaborative model of Case A
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the formal launch of the project, INGOA* trained the three partners. The Animal 
Husbandry Bureau training contributed to successful project implementation as it 
familiarised the staff with INGOA*’s operational mode, and villager training was 
vital in the active development of the CMAUs. As an RPO official said: ‘Core 
concept training is essential for uniting partner NGOs and community residents’.3 
INGOA*’s collaboration model showed a continuous exchange of knowledge and 
resources between the RPO, partner NGOs and CMAUs. Not only did INGOA* make 
known its philosophies to partner NGOs, who then passed them on to the CMAUs 
by assisting them with feeding skills and disease control, but INGOA* also directly 
coached the CMAUs in livestock breeding skills to promote their self-development. 
CMAUs, as village teams, were instrumental in the final implementation of the project.
 ‘Passing on the gift’ is a particular operational mode of INGOA*, in which a living 
cycle of sustainability is created in the community by requiring the donor family, 
who first receives the livestock gift, to pass on the first female offspring to another 
family in need. It is a circular mode, where the family that passes on the gift turns 
from a recipient into a donor, and thus another aid project begins. In this mode, 
INGOA* is able to step back when the project is running smoothly with the partner 
NGOs and CMAUs carrying on the project. The collective operational team reg-
ularly held participatory self-review and planning workshops, which examined the 
achievements and experiences of the previous three months and outlined a course 
for the following three months.

Case B: GONGO-centred team

GONGOB* is one of China’s largest and best-known GONGOs working in the field 
of poverty alleviation. Immediately after the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake, it began 
relief operations and by 30 June 2009 it had donated a total of USD 28 million to the 
affected areas.4 The donations covered a range of CPDR functions, such as the con-
struction of transitional schools, permanent housing and community reconstruction. 
Min village was one of the GONGOB* aided communities. Approximately 93 per 

Source: authors.

Figure 3. Collaborative model of Case B
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cent of the houses had been damaged, all irrigation facilities had been damaged and 
lifeline infrastructure had been widely stricken. As an undeveloped community, there 
were no kindergartens, primary schools, community health centres or industrial enter-
prises, which severely restricted reconstruction and redevelopment. GONGOB* 
therefore took an integrated approach to the CPDR. Figure 3 shows the collabora-
tive model of Case B.
 Because of its long-term participation in disaster relief and post-disaster reconstruc-
tion, GONGOB* has well established specialised collaborative networks and complete 
disaster-preparedness networks. GONGOB* has close contact with the Civil Affairs 
Department at all levels, well-developed alliances with enterprises, and established 
network channels with domestic and international NGOs. To allow for long-term 
stable post-disaster aid delivery, GONGOB* established a post-disaster reconstruc-
tion office in Deyang City and allocated 10 administrative officials to be responsible 
for the coordination, organisation and implementation of post-disaster reconstruction. 
GONGOB* believes that community members are the mainstay of post-disaster 
reconstruction, so to fully mobilise their initiative it assisted the villagers in the 
establishment of self-help groups (SHGs) and mutual assistance committees (MACs) 
to promote sustainability.
 As Min village was GONGOB*’s pilot community, the goal was to establish a 
resources-integrated, detailed reconstruction plan, and then rebuild the village. The 
Secretary General said:

Housing is the prime requirement of villagers, who can enjoy their work only when they 
have a place to live. But if everyone, including governments, NGOs and villagers, use all 
the funds on house rebuilding, how will they sustain themselves and what will they eat 
when the money is finished? If we do not do long-term planning, how can we solve the 
community members’ livelihood problems? . . . Resources must be left to nurture the villagers’ 
capacity for self-reliance and sustainable development . . . Infrastructure has to be restored, 
villagers have to take heart, and livelihood has to become sustainable.5

 GONGOB* drew up project plans and applied for special funds from the Civil 
Affairs Department, and also sought relief donations from partner enterprises. At the 
commencement of the project, GONGOB* divided the community families into 
seven SHGs on the basis of the original seven villager groups and assisted each one 
in the establishment of its respective MAC to ensure the continuity of community 
members’ rights during the project.
 GONGOB*’s CPDR cooperation with NGOs involved community reconstruc-
tion, rehabilitation and development, NGOs were therefore selected according to 
the project plan stage. On specific projects, GONGOB* provided partner NGOs with 
resources and funds and gave them the authority to implement projects directly with 
the participation of the SHGs and MACs. At the reconstruction stage, housing and 
infrastructure rebuilding was the main task. GONGOB* invited INGOB

1 to teach 
community members and construction units how to effectively rebuild housing and 
infrastructure. At the rehabilitation stage, CNGOB1 and CNGOB2 were invited to 
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undertake mental health assistance and education service projects. At the redevelop-
ment stage, GONGOB* devoted USD 40 million to assist Min village in establishing 
a planting and breeding cooperative with professional training provided by CNGOB3 
and CNGOB4.
 In this NGO team, GONGOB* acted as the headquarters, developing plans, dis-
tributing funds and regulating the partners. Different NGOs joined the project at 
different times, and so the transfer of work was very important: each partner was 
required to develop a project plan, and the work was not conducted until this plan had 
been reviewed and approved.

Case C: CNGO-centred team
The New Homeland Plan (NHP), as a collaborative platform for CPDR, was devel-
oped in July of 2008 by four CNGOs: CNGOC1*, CNGOC2*, CNGOC3*, and 
CNGOC4*. This plan focused on three main areas: volunteer training, community 
reconstruction and NGO research. Specifically, the four participants had their own 
strengths: 

• CNGOC1* conducted research on citizenship and social development; 
• CNGOC2* was an expert in professional volunteer training; 
• CNGOC3* and CNGOC4* were involved in long-term community development. 

 When project researchers enquired as to why they came together, the leader of 
CNGOC1* said:

. . . because our organisation faces difficulties. First, there is the shortage of human resources; 
second, we do not have enough funds; third, we can only provide services to a few people, 
however some other people also want our services. . . Facts have proved that the target can 
only be achieved through inter-organisational collaboration.6

 CNGOC1* initially launched the NHP initiative for the CPDR, and the three 
other CNGOs responded positively. These four CNGOs formed a joint team to 
select a recipient community, and chose the Bai community in which to erect the aid 
station. Disaster assessment is a precondition for post-disaster reconstruction (Xu and 
Lu, 2009). Therefore, before carrying out the project, six volunteers from CNGOC1* 
conducted a basic family situation survey in the Bai community. Over a one-month 
period community members were surveyed tent by tent and other community infor-
mation was received from the neighbourhood committee officials and community 
representatives. The basic community information was as follows: about 200 people 
had been killed or missing, with many more injured; more than 90 per cent of 
houses had been damaged; about 80 per cent of the population left was the elderly, 
women and children; tourism and commerce had been almost totally destroyed; 
industrial enterprises had decreased from 40 to eight and small businesses had decreased 
from 1,500 to 100; and 50 per cent of residents had relocated.7 After this comprehensive 
survey, the joint team formed an alliance to collaborate on post-disaster reconstruc-
tion for the Bai community. Figure 4 shows the collaborative model of Case C.
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 In general, maintaining collaboration is often more difficult than establishing col-
laboration. Indeed, clear and shared guidelines are vital for collaboration maintenance. 
In this case, when the formal collaboration intent was acknowledged, the NHP par-
ticipants signed a collaboration agreement with the existing NHP constitution struc-
tured on top. Once the basic constitution was agreed to, a management committee was 
formed to coordinate NHP operations. Each participant nominated a representative 
to take part in the committee with the responsibility for collecting funds, instructing 
volunteers and maintaining collaboration. However, as committee management can 
have the disadvantage of being multi-headed, an executive officer was elected to expe-
dite management committee decisions.
 To ensure equity, justice and the right of community participation, NHP desired 
public issues to be resolved in open and transparent council meetings. To this end, 
a community joint council was established with participants drawn from the NHP 
management committee, the neighbourhood committee and community represent-
atives. The council was responsible for the implementation and intent of the aid pro-
jects. After extensive discussions, the council decided to focus on three aspects for the 
rebuilding of the community: economic renewal, services advancement and commu-
nity autonomy. First, the NGOs provided the affected families with micro loans, 
constructed social companies and provided training to enhance employment in the 
community. Second, the NGOs erected a community activity centre where commu-
nity members could become involved in public activities, engage with the elderly, 
and provide child care and environmental and health services. Third, the NGOs 
encouraged community members to establish a community volunteer organisation 
and a community council to assist in sustainable development.
 With this double-layer collaborative network, many other NGOs assisted the NHP 
during implementation. For instance, GONGOC1 donated USD 77,000 as primary 
funds for the NHP operation and CNGOC5 supplied USD 3,800 as start-up funds. 
CNGOC6 undertook an ecological toilet project, and INGOC1 funded the building 
of a teahouse.

Source: authors.

Figure 4. Collaborative model of Case C
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Implications

During the field research, NGO collaboration in all three cases progressed smoothly.8 
Their services effectively satisfied the needs of members and contributed positively 
to the CPDR. As one interviewed NGO official said, ‘I feel that our services have 
positive outcomes for CPDR, and the local people also acknowledge our work . . . 
We have also helped to relieve the governments’ stress’.9 From a comparison of the 
above three cases, conclusions regarding NGO collaboration can be drawn.
 First, no single NGO is able to complete all CPDR tasks and therefore collabora-
tion is essential, with each NGO having a determined but indispensable role. Typically, 
as already stated, each NGO has strengths and weaknesses. INGOs are good at pro-
ject management, yet commonly have inadequate manpower; GONGOs are adept 
at resource integration, but have complicated organisational operations; CNGOs 
are experts in specific implementation, but lack big project operational experience. 
Therefore, the complex unstructured CPDR activities require collective action between 
the various types of NGOs (King, 2007). Further, complementary comparative 
advantage also promotes NGO CPDR collaboration. INGOs and GONGOs have 
extensive collaborative networks and broad financing channels, which possibly make 
them better qualified as co-team sponsors or leaders. While CNGOs, on the other 
hand, mostly work at the grassroots level and are able to understand the difficulties 
and requirements of civil communities, allowing them to serve as a bridge between 
communities, INGOs and GONGOs.
 Second, CPDR participants covered the full range of NGOs, governments, com-
munities and other stakeholders. In fact, all three co-teams had double-layer collabo-
rative networks. In the inner layer, there were the NGO teams, including INGOs, 
GONGOs and CNGOs; in the outer layer, the governments and communities acted 
as NGO allies. The government gave support to ensure the aid project continued 
and the NGO collaboration was sustained (Stewart et al., 2009). As one NGO offi-
cial said, ‘We engage in CPDR to reduce the government burden; thus we hope that 
the government is able to solve the difficulties for us’.10 Also, growth in the commu-
nity’s sustainable development capacity is a key factor for a successful CPDR. All 
three NGO teams were dedicated to empowering affected communities through the 
promotion of community organisations, which, consequently, assisted the NGO teams 
in promoting CPDR and helping community members move towards self-sustainability.
 Third, the CPDR collaboration between the NGOs needs to be a complete process 
with an all-encompassing campaign. Since the overall reconstruction of a commu-
nity is complex involving such activities as house rebuilding, the provision of health 
care, the need for psychological relief and long-term development, NGO CPDR 
collaboration must be sustained and embedded. Sustained collaboration needs to 
embrace the complete community reconstruction process, including rehabilitation 
and sustainable development. Embedded collaboration requires NGOs to carry out 
the CPDR jointly, including tasks such as disaster surveys and requirement assess-
ments as well as project planning, implementation and review.
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 In addition, from this study of NGO collaboration, it was found that many inno-
vations were developed and implemented. To sustain effective collaboration, training 
partners were needed to enhance mutual trust and promote effective collaboration 
(Case A); ‘passing on the gift’ mobilised the enthusiasm of families and ensured a 
long-term collaboration with partners (Case A); and collaboration agreements and 
management committees proved to be effective mechanisms for maintaining collabo-
ration (Case C). To develop the collaboration, dynamic adjustment mechanisms 
allowed for the selection of an optimum team combination to match the project needs 
(Case B); participatory self-review and planning was important to ensure that a 
project stayed on track, both in terms of implementation and funding (Case A); and 
the community joint council was found to be an effective mechanism for both the 
NGOs and the community, allowing them to implement aid projects collaboratively 
(Case C). The three NGO teams all developed participatory reconstruction, which 
is significant for the long-term and sustainable development of a community after 
a disaster (Omidvar et al., 2010; Pearce, 2003). CMAUs, SHGs and MACs, and 
community joint councils all embody the ideals of participatory reconstruction.
 Although there were successful collaborations in the post-Wenchuan earthquake 
reconstruction, there were of course challenges and difficulties. Because each NGO 
has its own interests and objectives, inter-organisational collaboration can often have 
complicated multiple objectives (Ostanello and Tsoukiàs, 1993). Competition for 
resources is another challenge (Aldasheva and Verdier, 2010; Castaneda et al., 2008). 
In the aftermath of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, competition among NGOs for 
resources from aid agencies was ranked highest by respondents as the main issue 
obstructing the post-disaster relief process (Chang et al., 2011). Further, some INGOs 
operate with inexperienced staff and in unfamiliar conditions (Harris, 2006), or under-
take unrealistic commitments (Pandya, 2006). The experience gained from the three 
studied cases can be integrated and a collaboration framework constructed to enable 
NGOs to collaborate better in CPDR. The questions that now need to be answered are: 

1. What is the foundation of NGO collaboration? 
2. What kind of structural form is more appropriate for NGO collaboration?  
3. Is there an integrated framework suitable for NGO collaboration?

Integrated collaborative model
Collaboration foundation

Antonio Donini (1996) identified three categories of collaboration in the context of 
post-disaster operations:

1. Coordination by command: where there is central coordination; agreement on 
responsibilities and objectives.

2. Coordination by consensus: where organisations have access to compatible or shared 
mutual equipment and channels.
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3. Coordination by default: routine contact between desk officers and civil military 
operations centres.

 Following the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake, it was observed that the NGO collabo-
ration was coordinated by consensus. Different from other formal organisations that 
are coordinated by command or default, the CPDR NGO collaboration was based on 
common ideals and values. Shared responsibility was seen to be the primary founda-
tion for the three types of NGO collaboration with volunteerism, patriotism, citizenship 
and humanitarianism as the main ideals:

• Volunteerism was the direct impulse for NGO action in the post-Wenchuan earth-
quake relief and reconstruction.

• Patriotism was the common emotion of the Chinese citizens and generally existed 
in the Chinese NGOs.

• Citizenship included the recognition of civic rights, responsibility and obligation, 
and prompted the public and the CNGOs to take part in the CPDR.

• Humanitarianism is usually considered as the cornerstone of the INGOs participa-
tion in international affairs ( Jarvik, 2007), such as the post-Wenchuan earthquake 
reconstruction.

 CPDR collaboration is collective action and mutual trust is essential to success 
(Badstue et al., 2006). As community reconstruction after a catastrophe is extremely 
complex and multifarious, inevitably poor inter-organisational communication and 
indecision about responsibilities can become a handicap (Kapucu, 2008; Löfström, 
2010). Without institutional constraints, NGO collaboration cannot be sustained, 
which, ultimately, damages community rehabilitation. Thus, collaboration agreements 
are significant in enhancing mutual trust and rationalising the inter-organisational 
relationships for joint NGOs.

Collaboration structure

Normally, there are three types of interdependencies between the participating 
organisations: a single centre mode (supporting pooled interdependency), a value/
supply-chain mode (supporting sequential interdependency) and a networked mode 
(supporting reciprocal interdependence) (Kumar and van Dissel, 1996; Thompson, 
1967). The studied cases correspond to the above categories: that is, the structural 
forms of the cases are typical and representative samples (Figure 5).
 In Case A, INGOA* was the centre of the joint NGOs and had ultimate control 
over project design and fund provision, with the CNGOs being the assistants, devel-
oping and implementing the aid projects. In Case B, GONGOB* was the primary 
sponsor of the aid projects, and the different professional INGOs and CNGOs 
undertook specific tasks at specific times. In Case C, four CNGOs were equally in 
charge of the project with an effective communication network. Hence, it can be 
seen that the INGOs and GONGOs are commonly the leaders of the alliances, while 
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the CNGOs are usually in the role of ministrants and executants; yet if the CNGOs 
form a team, the collaborative network would be more transparent and effective. 
In general, if there are many partners, a networked structure would be more feasible 
(Lalonde, 2011). Nevertheless, Case A and Case B can also be reasonably applied 
during collaboration.
 From the case studies, it was also found that multi-headed leadership is to be 
avoided. A leader NGO is elected as in Cases A and B or a management committee 
is formed as in Case C. Ideally, if three types of NGOs come together, they can 
focus on their respective strengths in the reconstruction of the community. However, 
an inter-organisational coordinator is seen to be necessary if many different NGOs 
collaborate because of their many political, cultural and religious differences, as well 
as the differences in structure, specialities and scale.

Collaboration framework

Based on existing collaborative frameworks designed by Chen et al. (2006), Davidson 
et al. (2007), Lemyre et al. (2005) and Volkoff et al. (1999), and the study of three 
typical NGO teams, an integrated NGO collaboration framework for CPDR was 
developed (Figure 6), which includes three interrelated components: organisational 
structure, operational processes and reconstruction goals/implementation areas.
 The organisational structure frames the composition and relationship of the CPDR 
participants. As can be seen, there are two levels of collaboration. The inner layer 
is an alliance of NGOs through the establishment of a committee or a coordinator. 
The respective responsibilities and functions of the different NGOs are as follows: 
the GONGO is responsible for government relationships and resource integration; 
the INGO is responsible for project management and volunteer training; and the 
CNGO is responsible for specific implementation and community services. With this 
network, the complementary comparative advantages of each NGO can be fully 
exploited. The outer layer is the collaborative network of NGO alliances, local govern-
ments, the community and other stakeholders. Within this layer, NGOs coordinate 
with local governments, train community members and community organisations, 
and service the reconstruction of communities. Other stakeholders, such as the military, 

Source: authors.

Figure 5. Structural forms of the studied cases
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private-volunteer organisations and the commercial sectors can also participate in 
CPDR and compensate for any weaknesses in the NGOs.
 Coordination is the basis of collaboration. Because of a lack of adequate regula-
tions and often too many stakeholders, coordination disorder usually occurs in post-
disaster emergency situations (Yanay et al., 2011). Unfortunately, the greater the 
disaster, the greater the number of NGOs participating in the response and thus the 
more difficult coordination becomes (Tomasini and Van Wassenhove, 2009). Also, 
CPDR participants often have limited knowledge as to the actions of others because 
of the number of stakeholders involved (Stephenson, 2005; Thompson, 2010). To 
resolve these problems, inter-organisational communication and networks are con-
sidered the most feasible (Galaskiewicz and Marsden, 1978; Kanter, 1994). Shared 
responsibility and mutual trust are the foundation of NGO collaboration so the 
innovative mechanisms revealed through this research, such as training partners, col-
laboration agreements and participatory reconstruction, are all effective measures 
for sustaining and developing NGO collaboration.
 The operational processes illustrate the integrated processes involved in the CPDR 
NGO engagement, and they include such areas as initiation, assessment, planning, 

Source: authors.

Figure 6. Integrated NGO collaboration framework for CPDR
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implementation and, finally, review and revision. Ideally, the collaboration team 
should be made up of all stakeholders such as the various NGOs, community mem-
bers and organisations. From the requirements survey, a management constitution 
should then be formally established. In the long run, this very practical step builds 
goodwill, establishes mutual trust and maintains partnerships. Furthermore, the 
requirements of the community and its members, the social benefits and the economic 
returns, as well as the risks of the expected aid projects need to be comprehensively 
estimated and evaluated. Next, community reconstruction planning needs to be 
defined, including the definition of the rights and obligations of the participants, 
the determination of assistance in the various areas and the design of performance 
measures, only after which the projects can be implemented. During implementa-
tion, the collaboration and project progress must be reviewed and revised regularly 
through community council meetings or joint consultations. Feedback from these 
revisions requires adjustments to be made to previous plans and an improved sched-
ule to be drawn up to assist in the development of the CPDR.
 Reconstruction goals/implementation areas are at the junction of organisational 
structure and operational processes. The goal of all participants is to promote the 
long-term sustainable development of the affected communities through reconstruc-
tion, rehabilitation and redevelopment. From an implementation perspective, recon-
struction is concerned with housing and infrastructure; rehabilitation is concerned 
with health care for the elderly and children, as well as environmental and cultural 
restoration; and redevelopment is concerned with the redevelopment of local indus-
try, skills training and family livelihoods. Over the multiple CPDR processes, all 
useful measures from the studied cases can be applied, such as ‘passing on the gift’, 
dynamic adjustment mechanisms, and participatory self-review and planning.
 In contrast to existing models, this integrated model has the following character-
istics and advantages. First, the model attaches particular importance to participatory 
reconstruction. Community members and organisations are important allies for the 
NGOs, and their participation is vital in all aspects of the CPDR. Second, with a 
double-layer collaborative network, local governments, the communities and any 
other stakeholders can be included. Third, the circular review and revision controls 
the collaboration and project progress, and feedback is necessary for project plan 
adjustment and implementation. Finally, organisational structure, operational pro-
cesses and reconstruction goals/implementation areas are integrated in the model, 
which then can be seen to cover almost every aspect of CPDR NGO cooperation.
 Nonetheless, there were a number of weaknesses in the post-Wenchuan earth-
quake relief and reconstruction NGO collaboration. Weaknesses were found in such 
areas as professional quality, external direction and inter-organisational collabora-
tion (Lu, 2008), and there was, at times, a lack of mutual trust between the NGOs 
and the government (Li, 2011). Poor collaboration was also a major problem with 
Haiti post-earthquake reconstruction NGOs (Renois, 2011). Using innovative meas-
ures, such as participatory reconstruction, double-layer collaborative networks and 
circular review and revision, the integrated model developed here could be a solu-
tion to these problems.
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Conclusion
This paper has discussed the issues of collaboration in special areas of the CPDR for 
three types of NGOs (INGOs, GONGOs and CNGOs) based on three case studies 
in the post-Wenchuan earthquake area. Several conclusions can be drawn from these 
case studies: 

1. a single NGO is unable to complete all CPDR tasks without collaboration; 
2. each NGO has its particular strengths and weaknesses, which can be complemen-

tary in the complex demands of the CPDR; 
3. NGOs can collaborate well if an appropriate organisational structure is formulated; 
4. the CPDR participants should be made up of NGOs, governments, communities 

and any other stakeholders; and 
5. the collaboration between CPDR NGOs should be a complete process with an 

all-encompassing involvement. Additionally, many innovative mechanisms and 
programmes, such as training partners, ‘passing on the gift’, collaboration agree-
ments, participatory self-review and planning, and community joint councils 
should be part of the CPDR NGO collaboration.

 An integrated NGO collaboration framework for the CPDR was constructed from 
the case study and the literature review. This framework includes three interrelated 
components: organisational structure, operational processes and reconstruction goals/
implementation areas. The organisational structure outlines the relationships between 
the participants; the operational processes illustrate the integrated processes; and the 
reconstruction goals/implementation areas outline the CPDR objectives. Participatory 
reconstruction, double-layer collaborative networks and circular review and revi-
sion are crucial concepts in this integrated collaboration framework, all of which can 
be helpful when seeking to promote and encourage collaboration between NGOs. 
However, as this conceptual framework was abstracted from only the Wenchuan 
earthquake case its effectiveness needs to be further tested in other disaster areas.
 This paper focuses on the collaboration between three types of NGOs, and the 
cooperation among NGOs, governments and communities. From this field research, 
further research will look more specifically at the range of collaborative activities 
between NGOs and other stakeholders, such as the military, private-volunteer organi-
sations and the commercial sectors. During this investigation it was observed that 
NGOs often communicate and share their experiences with counterparts in other 
communities to assist in the reconstruction process. Therefore, collaboration between 
multiple organisations in multiple communities will also be looked into. This study 
also found that most NGOs involved in the CPDR were CNGOs. The Wenchuan 
earthquake further demonstrated how China’s NGO sector has developed (Roney, 
2011). In this regard, the development of China’s CNGOs and civil society’s role in 
post-Wenchuan earthquake reconstruction is another important theme for further study.
 In summary, this study has shown that the effective collaboration between NGOs 
is an important determinant in CPDR success. Further, the integrated collabora-
tive model developed from this study can be used to encourage and inform effective 
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participation of NGOs in CPDR and other relevant areas. In particular, the innova-
tive double-layer collaborative network can be used to strengthen mutual trust between 
NGOs and other stakeholders, while the integrated processes, which include circular 
review and revision mechanisms, can assist in the promotion of efficient collective 
action. Finally, the integrated NGO collaborative framework, as a system frame-
work encompassing complete processes and all aspects of NGO CPDR collaboration, 
has significant implications for understanding how NGOs collaborate effectively to 
achieve CPDR.
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was operating normally. In Case C, the community service centre, cultural centre and medical 
centre had all taken shape.

9 Interview with an official from CNGOC3*, 6 August 2009, Bai community, Sichuan province.
10 Interview with an official from CNGOC3*, 6 August 2009, Bai community, Sichuan province.
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