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CAFE, the Consortium Alignments Framework for 
Excellence, began by a conversation between CRS 
Malawi and CRS headquarters in late 2006. By 2007, 
CRS Malawi prepared a proposal for a document that 
would help CRS and its partners work more effectively 
in consortium.

In May 2008, CRS staff from eight countries joined 
seven partner organizations to draft the document. 
CAFE is based on the original documents written at the 
“Improving Consortium Governance Workshop” held in 
Salima, Malawi. The participants and the editing team 
thank CRS Malawi for their excellent hospitality and 
for providing the venue and logistics that made CAFE 
possible. Additionally, CAFE would not be possible 
without the generous support of the United States 
Agency for International Development’s Office of Food 
for Peace.

Mulugetta Abede, national director, World Vision Malawi
Hastings Banda, associate operations director, World 

Vision Malawi
Rosie Calderon, public resource specialist, Catholic Relief 

Services USA 
Nick Ford, country representative, Catholic Relief Services 

Malawi
Dane Fredenburg, deputy regional director, Program 

Quality, Catholic Relief Services Southern Africa 
Regional Office 

Paul Jones, country representative, Emmanuel International 
Malawi

William Kawenda, program manager, CADECOM Malawi
Robert Komakech, head of finance and administration, 

Program Management Unit, Catholic Relief Services 
Malawi

Ken Maclean, country representative, Catholic Relief 
Services Kenya

Paul McCartney, country director, Save the Children 
Malawi

Solani Mhango, program manager, Catholic Relief Services 
Malawi

Orhan Morina, chief of party, AIDS Relief, Catholic Relief 
Services Uganda

Tsielo Mpeqa, executive director, CARITAS, Lesotho
Mathews Mphande, program manager, Salvation Army 

Malawi
Hyghten Mungoni, country representative, Africare Malawi
Maggie Mzungu, program manager, Africare Malawi
Gabriella Rakotomanga, head of programming, Catholic 

Relief Services Madagascar
Christopher Reichert, learning, monitoring and evaluation 

regional manager, Catholic Relief Services Southern 
Africa Regional Office

Jefferson Shriver, chief of party, Catholic Relief Services 
Nicaragua

Jerome Sigamani, deputy director, Program Management 
Unit, Catholic Relief Services Malawi

Darko Simeunovic, head of management quality, Catholic 
Relief Services Malawi

Madeleine Smith, regional technical advisor, Livelihoods 
and Business Development, Catholic Relief Services 
Southern Africa Regional Office

Sonia Stines-Derenoncourt, chief of party, AIDS Relief, 
Catholic Relief Services Zambia

Christina Avildsen, independent consultant, Angola
Sarah Ford, senior technical advisor, partnership and 

capacity strengthening, Catholic Relief Services USA
Harvey Peters, independent consultant, Zambia

Nick Ford, country representative, Catholic Relief Services 
Malawi

Sarah Ford, senior technical advisor, partnership and 
capacity strengthening, Catholic Relief Services USA

Christopher Reichert, learning, monitoring and evaluation 
regional manager, Catholic Relief Services Southern 
Africa Regional Office

Jerome Sigamani, deputy director, Program Management 
Unit, Catholic Relief Services Malawi

Madeleine Smith, regional technical advisor, livelihoods 
and business development, Catholic Relief Services 
Southern Africa Regional Office

Finally, a large group of CRS headquarters colleagues 
was kind enough to review CAFE and offer invaluable 
feedback. Thanks go to the Consortium Alignments 
Framework for Excellence Reviewers:

Erin Baldridge, business development specialist
Eric Eversmann, senior technical advisor, education
Mychelle Farmer, technical advisor, HIV
Mary Hennigan, senior technical advisor, health
Jared Hoffman, chief of party, AIDSRelief
Loretta Ishida, technical advisor, learning
David Leege, deputy director
William Lynch, senior technical advisor 
Elena McEwan, senior technical advisor, health 
Carrie Miller, technical advisor, HIV
Frank Orzechowski, senior technical advisor 
Ericka Reagor, business development specialist
Bridget Rohrbough, public resource representative
Joseph Schultz, publications manager
Anna Schowengerdt, public resource manager
Franne Van der Keilen, development officer
Daphyne Williams, program specialist, HIV
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CAFE is in four primary sections, each building upon 
the preceding one.

CAFE’s core document is CAFE Standards. The 
standards have seven components. These components 
describe the most essential principles for forming 
and working in an effective and efficient consortium. 
The standards, written as operating principles for the 
consortium, are as follows.

Goals describe the common understanding of the 
consortium’s purpose.

Strategy defines the plans and tactics of the 
consortium.

Structure provides a framework that organizes 
resources to support service delivery, 
accountability, and decision-making.

Roles define the tasks, authority, actions, and 
expected outputs of consortium members.

Process documents mechanisms that create 
and support an enabling environment for the 
consortium.

Interpersonal describes the ideal for individuals 
and institutions to interact and relate to each other.

Learning elaborates a reflective process resulting 
in change based in experience and evidence.

Following the standards is the CAFE Reference 
Sheet, which suggests tools and good practices for 
forming and operating a consortium. The reference 
sheet also expands upon the standards by offering 
descriptions of attributes and processes for each 
standard, elaborating on the characteristics needed by 

consortium personnel, and defining the features and 
elements of consortium procedures.

The CAFE Implementation Guide presents a timeline 
of a consortium through pre-consortium planning, 
formation, proposal design, project approval, and the 
implementation phases: start up, execution, midterm, 
closure, and continuation. Each phase has definitions, 
outputs, conditions, and indicators for success, 
pitfalls, monitoring checklists, suggestions for tools 
and best practices.

The CAFE Glossary draws upon CRS and colleague 
organizations to define the terms most commonly used 
in consortium and in CAFE.
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Addressing poverty and injustice is growing increasingly 
difficult as their causes become interrelated and complex. 
Among other challenges, conflict, global warming, 
economic downturn, and HIV/AIDS contribute to, and 
cause, many of the problems faced by communities 
across the globe. The scope and scale of the problems 
and the enormity of the needed response means 
that traditional approaches to development may be 
insufficient. More and more, donors, international 
development agencies, and local organizations 
are turning to working in consortium to address 
the interconnected and difficult challenges facing 
communities around the world.

The goal of consortium-led projects is to enhance 
impact and assist them to reach their potential. 
Consortiums, when properly governed, have the 
potential to produce a sum of overall outputs that is 
greater than individual organizations working with 
little coordination. Consortiums offer the opportunity 
for numerous organizations to increase collaboration, 

exchange expertise, unify advocacy efforts, and increase 
overall service delivery and accountability to project 
participants. However, not all organizations engage 
in consortium on their own volition, and despite the 
increase in consortium-managed projects, there is a 
paucity of information on how to set up and effectively 
manage consortiums. There is ever increasing pressure 
from donors to create consortium, which is not expected 
to abate. Balancing the potential for increased impact 
through consortiums, the realities of donor pressure, and 
the needs and identities of multiple organizations present 
numerous managerial challenges.

CRS Malawi indicated a need for a document to 
help CRS and its partners work more effectively in 
consortium; this need mirrored similar requests from 
other country projects. Under the leadership of CRS 
Malawi, and with the support of the Institutional 
Capacity Building grant from the USAID Office of Food 
for Peace, participants wrote the first draft of CAFE at 
a May 2008 workshop entitled “Improving Consortium 

Governance.” CRS headquarters staff with consortium 
responsibility reviewed CAFE and supplemented the
draft with information on the responsibilities and roles 
of U.S.-based staff.

The Consortium Alignment Framework for Excellence 
intends to assist Catholic Relief Services and its partners 
to improve their ability to form strong consortiums that 
respond to the needs of the most vulnerable and meet 
donor requirements while strengthening the relationship 
between them. CAFE addresses the consortium itself, not 
the project that it has undertaken. The focus of CAFE is 
to make the managerial, financial, and administrative 
functions of a consortium effective, efficient, and 
supportive of project goals, community needs, and donor 
intent. CAFE does not assist with project or project design, 
but rather the design and functions of the consortium 
implementing the project.

CRS Madagascar and Malawi field-tested CAFE as they 
formed new consortium; CAFE includes their feedback. 
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Use CAFE during the consortium development process 
to check for organizational compatibility and to set the 
stage for how consortium members will work together 
during the life of the consortium. There are a number 
of options for when and how CAFE may be used. 

In the pre-consortium planning, formation 1.
of a consortium, and the proposal design 
phases, CAFE can be used with the Request 
for Application (RFA) as a conversation guide 
between CRS and (potential) consortium 
members, be they international NGOs or local 
organizations, to come to agreement on how the 
consortium might operate, determine whether 
all partners agree to adhere to the standards, 
and double-check the feasibility of proposed 
consortium structures, processes, and approaches. 
A half-day session for using CAFE is included in 
this section.

For example, CRS Madagascar used CAFE to form a 
new consortium. CRS found the standards offered a 
solid point of reference for discussion with partners 
and subsequently used CAFE standards to gauge 
whether the ideas generated for the consortium were 
appropriate. The regional growth advisor, facilitating 
the project’s development, found CAFE references 
useful as they helped fine-tune the discussion and 
helped the consortium members delineate ideas. CRS 
Madagascar designed the final consortium structure 
and operating model using CAFE.

Use CAFE during the start-up phase to verify the 2.
agreements made during proposal development. 
With consortium staff, consider conducting a 
start-up retreat to review and commit to the 

standards. In many consortiums, where the 
chief of party and other staff were not involved 
in proposal development conducting a CAFE 
workshop can help build a cohesive team 
committed to common standards of operation 
and accountability. The half-day workshop may 
be adapted for this purpose. CRS should consider 
engaging an outside facilitator to conduct the 
retreat or workshop, enabling consortium 
members to concentrate fully on the discussion 
with their colleagues.

At midterm and closure, CAFE logically serves 3.
as a monitoring and evaluation tool for the 
consortium itself. While project evaluations will 
determine whether the intended outcomes have 
been achieved, CAFE offers consortium members 
an opportunity for reflection and correction in 
managerial, financial, and administrative functions 
of a consortium. At the end of the project, CAFE 
can be used not only to determine effectiveness 
and efficiency of the consortium, but as a tool 
to determine how the consortium may wish to 
remain in relationship, either as partners or as 
members of a future consortium.

Included in this manual is a feedback form. Please fill 
it out and send it by fax or email, as indicated on the 
form; CAFE editors appreciate your time and effort. 
The editors will update CAFE in FY 2010 based upon 
user feedback.

Use the following workshop at the planning or 
start-up phase and if there is significant turnover 
during the project, necessitating a “check-in” or 
recommitment to the standards.

To improve consortium governance in order to better 
serve project beneficiaries.

To conduct a consortium-level assessment against 1.
CAFE standards
To prepare an action plan to address identified 2.
challenges
To provide feedback to the CAFE team of editors3.

List of key strengths and challenges facing the 1.
consortium
Consortium one-year action plan2.
Completed tabulated feedback form3.

4 hours

Flipchart, flipchart stand, multicolored markers, tape, clock 
or timer, notepaper, and pens for participants (as needed).

Printed session plan; CAFE standards, reference sheets, 
implementation guide, and glossary; CAFE feedback form.

Make and post the objectives of the workshop on 
flipchart paper.

Post seven flipchart papers. Head each paper with 
the “components” (Goals, Strategy, Structure, 
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Roles, Process, Interpersonal, and Learning). 
Each component should then list vertically, in 
accordance with the number of CAFE standards, 
the alphabet character for that component. Leave 
space at the bottom for listing the action points. 
(see sample flipchart).

Sample Flipchart, Components

Make and post one flipchart with the heading “Rating 
scale” and “1 = the standard is rarely reached; 2 = 
the standard is sometimes reached; 3= the standard 
is usually reached; 4= the standard is almost always 
reached; and 5=the standard is exceeded”

Sample Flipchart, Rating Scale

Photocopy Handouts 1 and 2, “Consortium 
Alignment Framework for Excellence—
Standards” and “CAFE Standards Feedback 
Questions,” for each participant. (These may be 
found in at the end of the manual.)

Make and post one flipchart with the heading 
“Key reflection questions”: “1) Where is 
the consortium currently with regard to 
each standard? 2) Where do they think the 
Consortium could be in one year with regard to 
each standard? 3) What does the consortium need 
to do to achieve the one year vision?”

Sample Flipchart, Key reflection questions

Make and post a flipchart with the heading 
“Factors and examples of success”

Make and post a flipchart with the heading 
“Activities to advance the standards”

Make and post one flipchart with the heading 
“Top three priorities”

Make and post a flipchart with the heading 
“Feedback on CAFE”

Ideally, an external facilitator with strong strategic 
thinking and training skills who is a member of neither 
the consortium nor any of the consortium member 
organizations. Alternatively, can be a staff member of 
the consortium with recognized facilitation skills who is 
recognized as balanced and fair.

Schedule a half-day workshop with the consortium 
members. The participants are the advisory board 
members, consortium management unit members, 
and the NGO member directors. Ideally, the senior 
management of each NGO should be invited. 

Introduction and objectives 1. (10 minutes) 
Conduct a warm up and introduction a.
exercise appropriate to the level of familiarity 
within the group.
Read the objectives and link session activities to the b.
overall goal. 
Provide background information on CAFE. c.

Instructions and tool review 2. (10 minutes)
Distribute the CAFE Standards (including ratings)a.
Explain the CAFE Standards. State that there b.
are seven components listed vertically, and each 
component has several standards. Explain that 
each standard is a statement of a level which the 
consortium should achieve. 

Standard comprehension, reflection, and rating 3.
(20 minutes)

Distribute the handout with CAFE standards and a.
the rating scale.
Ask participants one by one to read aloud each b.
standard going around the room.
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Instruct each participant to respond individually to c.
three main questions: 

Where is the consortium currently with regard i.
to each standard? (circle the best number on 
the scale)
Where do they think the consortium could ii.
be in one year with regard to each standard? 
(place a check mark next to the best number 
on the scale)
What does the consortium need to do to achieve iii.
the one-year vision? (jot down some ideas that 
will be discussed in plenary)

Data collection4.  (10 minutes)
Call the plenary attention to the seven flipcharts a.
on the wall, each headed with a component and its 
corresponding standards.
Explain that the group will tabulate and analyze the b.
data the data in plenary. 
Instruct the participants to use a marker and c.
note their responses on the flipcharts for each 
component and standard. 
After ranking all standards and component, d.
participants may return to their seats.

Data analysis 5. (110 minutes)
Ask the plenary to review the data and discuss the a.
following questions:

What standards are the highest rating? i.
(circle the top 2)
What standards have the lowest rating? ii.
(circle top 5)
What standards have the greatest diversity? iii.
(circle top 5)

(there should be up to 12 standards circled)
Ask the participants to explain their highest ratings.b.

What examples does the consortium have to i.
support this data?

What factors permitted the consortium to meet ii.
or exceed the standard?
Try to identify quickly what led to this situation iii.
and write the responses on the flipchart headed 
“Factors and examples of success”.

Ask the participants to explain the lowest and c.
greatest diversity of ratings.

What examples does the group have to support i.
this data?
For the diverse responses, explore the reasons ii.
why there is a divergence.
What factors permitted the consortium to meet iii.
or exceed the standard?
What can be done to advance this standard? iv.
(write the planning under the flipchart headed 
“Activities to advance the standards”).

Note: Avoid conversations that assign blame. 
Document the ideas on the appropriate flipchart.

Summarize the list of standards and overall trends.d.

Prioritization, action planning, and budgeting6.
(60 minutes)

Summarize the discussion from the previous step a.
and explain that not all changes are doable at the 
same time and thus the group will now prioritize, 
plan, and budget.
Ask the participants to vote for their top three b.
among the 10 lowest/highest diversity rated. 
Instruct the group to go to the flipcharts and place c.
three votes. Ask the group to consider the following 
criteria: the lowest ratings; what resonates most; the 
current status and direction of the consortium; what 
is already planned (to avoid prioritizing that which 
is already planned for). Ultimately, their selections 
should respond to the question, “If we were to 
advance three standards in the next year, which 
would make the biggest difference?” 
Tabulate the totals and list the top three on a d.

separate flip chart headed “Top three priorities.”
Ask the group to reflect on the suggested actions e.
that would advance the component and standards 
and suggest milestones to monitor the process along 
the year. Write those milestones and potential dates 
on the flip chart.
Ask the group to assign quickly estimated resource f.
needs for each of the three priorities.
Finally, ask the group to assign a person or g.
committee to carry the process forward.

Summary and feedback7.  (30 minutes)
Summarize the group’s overall commitments, and a.
thank them for the invaluable input. Explain that 
the process until now focused on the actual use of 
the CAFE tools; however, they are also part of the 
process review, and their candid input is greatly 
appreciated.
Hand out the CAFE Feedback Form, and in plenary b.
ask the questions to the group. Focus on keeping the 
conversation around the 80/20 principle, or what 
limited number of changes could make the biggest 
impact on the use of the tool?
Document the overall changes on a flip chart c.
headed “Feedback on the CAFE”.

Conclusion8.  (10 minutes)
Summarize the mini-workshop and thank them for a.
the time for this reflection. Explain that a very short 
summary report of the workshop will be provided.

Contribution to CAFE9.  (at a later date)
Compile the feedback from the participants. a.
Please send the feedback to Sarah Ford, b.
sford@crs.org or Christopher Michael Reichert, 
crsreichert@gmail.com. You may fax the feedback 
to Sarah at +1-410-234-3178 if you prefer.
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As noted early, CAFE’s core document is CAFE 
Standards. The standards are inspirational, asking 
consortium members to think and act as a committed 
collective of individuals and organizations dedicated to 
the project, its beneficiaries, and to each other. While 
recognizing that all consortium members are ultimately 
accountable to their home organizations, CAFE asks 
that members strive to keep the needs and concerns 
of the consortium in the forefront of their minds. 
The standards describe a high level of function and 
purpose for the consortium, recognizing that flexibility 
in their application is realistic. Using the standards 
to form, monitor, and evaluate the consortium helps 
to establish and maintain operating principles, 
strengthen structure, resolve conflict, and ensure that 
consortium managerial, financial, and administrative 
systems support project participants and outcomes. 
All consortium components: goals, strategy, structure, 
roles, process, interpersonal, and learning are intended 
to be mutually reinforcing.
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The reference sheet accompanies CAFE standards, 
expanding the characteristics needed by consortium 
personnel, and suggesting tools and good practices for 
each component. The reference sheets may be most 
useful to the prime and an external facilitator as they 
plan the initial steps in forming a consortium, at the 
mid-project and final consortium evaluation. Neither 
the tools nor the good practices are exhaustive, and 
they should be complemented with the tools and 
practices of other consortium members.
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The CAFE Implementation Guide serves as a 
companion to project development documents. CRS 
staff should use the implementation guide as a reference 
point throughout the life of the consortium, assisting 
CRS staff members forming and working in consortium 
a means to ensure consortium managerial, financial, 
and administrative systems support project participants 
and outcomes. The implementation guide is descriptive 

rather than prescriptive. Each consortium should adapt 
the activities in accordance with the needs, structure, 
and policies of their consortium.

As the CAFE Implementation Guide focuses on 
the consortium, not the project, or the proposal, 
readers should refer to the ProPack I, Project Design 
and Proposal Guidance and ProPack II, Project 

Management and Implementation Guidance, for 
designing appropriate project interventions. The 
Technical Application Guidance manual (TAG), 
serves as a reference for proposal development. Project 
activities are referenced in the implementation guide 
only when they directly relate to the functions and 
purpose of the consortium. 

PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   18 12/22/08   8 02 41 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   19 12/22/08   8 02 42 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   20 12/22/08   8 02 42 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   21 12/22/08   8 02 43 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   22 12/22/08   8 02 43 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   23 12/22/08   8 02 43 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   24 12/22/08   8 02 44 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   25 12/22/08   8 02 44 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   26 12/22/08   8 02 45 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   27 12/22/08   8 02 45 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   28 12/22/08   8 02 45 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   29 12/22/08   8 02 46 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   30 12/22/08   8 02 46 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   31 12/22/08   8 02 46 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   32 12/22/08   8 02 46 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   33 12/22/08   8 02 46 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   34 12/22/08   8 02 47 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   35 12/22/08   8 02 47 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   36 12/22/08   8 02 47 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   37 12/22/08   8 02 47 AM



PartnershipCA E_wbg indd   38 12/22/08   8 02 47 AM



Since 1943, Catholic Relief Services has had the privilege 
of serving the poor and disadvantaged overseas. 
Without regard to race, creed, or nationality, CRS 
provides emergency relief in the wake of natural and 
manmade disasters. Through development projects in 
fields such as education, peace and justice, agriculture, 
microfinance, health, and HIV and AIDS, CRS works 
to uphold human dignity and promote better standards 
of living. CRS also works throughout the United States 
to expand the knowledge and action of Catholics and 
others interested in issues of international peace and 
justice. Our programs and resources respond to the U.S. 
bishops’ call to live in solidarity—as one human family—
across borders, over oceans, and through differences in 
language, culture and economic condition.

Catholic Relief Services
228 W. Lexington Street
Baltimore, MD 21201 USA

©2008 Catholic Relief Services—United States Conference 
of Catholic Bishops.
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Publication of this case study was made possible 
by the generous support of the American People 
through the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID) Bureau for Democracy, 
Conflict, and Humanitarian Assistance’s Office of 
Food for Peace under the terms of Catholic Relief 
Services’ Institutional Capacity Building Grant Award 
Number AFP-A-00-03-00015-00. The contents do not 
necessarily ref lect the views of USAID or the United 
States Government.
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