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Female: Hi, everybody.  Welcome and thank you for coming today.  I’m Stacey 
Young.  I’m the senior learning advisor with the Learning Evaluation and 
Research Office in the Bureau of Policy, Planning and Learning here at 
USAID.  That’s a mouthful, and I’m also a co-chair along with Tony 
Pryor of the Knowledge Management and Learning Workgroup of the 
Washington chapter of the Society for International Development, another 
mouthful.   

 
 This event is cosponsored by both of these entities, by PPL Thought 

Leaders and Learning Seminar Series and by the SID and KM and 
Learning Workgroup.  So, before we begin, you’ll be hearing just a little 
bit about SID and also about PPL.  So Tony? 

 
Male: Sure.  Let me do the first part on SID.  Again, my name is Tony Prior.  I’m 

with PPL in the strategic planning and project, SPP.  I never try to 
remember those acronyms, so it’s the best I can do right now. 

 
 We’re very happy to see all of you.  Many of you, we’ve seen either 

working with AID or also within the SID working group.  For those of you 
from AID, the working group has been involved, for quite a number – a 
couple of years now, three years, I guess.  And we have actually quite a 
few presentations that have it a chord.  This one, I think, probably will be 
one of the best attended we’ve had.  You're actually half the audience.  
The other half which we’ll discuss in a minute, are actually online.   

 
 I just wanted to mention a couple of things.  SID Washington, Study for 

International Development but that’s too long to say, so SID Washington, 
among other things, has a series of quite lively working groups.  You are 
more than welcomed to join them, but it would be even better if you 
joined the chapter and SID in general.  The table, back there, will give you 
more information on that.   

 
 Just wanted to mention a couple of things coming up.  Actually, if you 

look at the website for SID Washington, there’s a calendar that’s updated, 
will show you what’s happening in the next several months.  Just in this 
month, besides today, we have – Use and Development Workgroup has a 
session coming up on the 19th.  Security and Development Workgroup has 
one also on the 19th.  Development Information Workgroup, which works 
very closely with the CAN group, has one on the 22nd.  National Health 
and Nutrition Workgroup has one.  The Africa Workgroup has one on the 
28th, and the Governance Corruption and Rule of Law and Monitoring and 
Evaluation Workgroups both have one on the 28th, also.  

 This is a very good way to both be involved, able to meet colleagues.  The 
discussions are quite stimulating, and I think you’ll find them very useful 
but also do – you're more than welcome suggestion information and 
suggest ideas and put your own ideas up there for discussion. 
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 The other thing I wanted to mention is, coming up on June 6th, is the 2013 

annual conference at the convention center.  Its title is Development 
Goals, How We Got Here and What Comes Next.  There’s material on 
this, I think, also on the back and outside.  These are always interesting 
events, and actually, they’re some of the more fun events in terms of 
development.  So please take a look at this and sign up.  We’d love to have 
– see you there.  Thank you very much. 

 
Male: Got it?  Okay.  Thanks, Tony.  My name is Travis Mayo.  I’m from PPL’s 

Office of Learning, Evaluation and Research, and I’m going to, very 
quickly, just outline all the equipment in the back is for our webinar.  
We’re live casting the event today.  We have over 100 participants online 
right now joining us and hearing us and seeing what we’re seeing on the 
screen, and the added benefit of that is that this resource is going to be 
capture.  And we have your email addresses, if you signed up, and we’ll 
let you know when it’s posted online, so you can share this same event 
with your colleagues if they weren’t able to attend here in person. 

 
 And with that said, I’m going to hand it off, one more time, to Stacey 

Young. 
 
Female: Thanks, Travis.  A bit of a three ring circus up here.  Just because we 

wanted to make sure that you also know what the upcoming events are for 
the SID, KM and Learning Workgroup – and just a note, on what that is, 
it’s a group of development professional who are interested in looking at 
challenges and opportunities around improving our development 
effectiveness by improving the way that we learn and also how we 
catalyze learning among those we seek to benefit. 

 
 So upcoming events, as Erin knows, one of my dreams is that everybody 

at USAID reads this book and that we have a collective conversation about 
it here in Washington and at each of the missions.  So while I am waiting 
for that dream to come true, we will have, at our March event, of the SID, 
KM and Learning Workgroup, we’ll have a discussion of Dana’s book, 
Time to Listen.  Here it is.  Dana will, of course, be talking about it, and 
hopefully, Dana will be available to join us in that discussion.  So we’re 
going to try to schedule it so that that’s possible, so that will be in March.  
Stay tuned for details about that. 

 
 And then in April, what we’re doing is we’re carrying this theme of 

learning from those we intended to benefit throughout the whole spring.  
So our April event will feature Sophie Alvarez speaking about 
participatory impact pathways analysis.  This is a method that engages our 
primary stakeholders, those we seek to benefit in a structured, 
participatory process promoting learning and understanding of issues such 
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as scaling up and out, adaptive management and monitoring and 
evaluation for learning. 

 
 So this method is, therefore, both learning centric and centered around the 

people it’s intended to benefit and to help developing communities 
identify their own priorities and take charge of their own development 
agenda, so that April event will also be jointly sponsored by the SID, KM 
and Learning Workgroup and the PPL Thought Leaders and Learning 
Seminary Series.  There will be more information, about both of these 
events, on the Learning Lab, so stayed tuned for that. 

 
 So, without further ado, I would like to turn it over to – we have – we’re 

very fortunate today to have two of our senior leaders in PPL joining us.  
We have Erin McKee, who is the senior deputy assistant to the 
administrator, and Larry Garber who is also deputy assistant to the 
administrator.  So I’ll turn it over to Larry.  Thank you. 

 
Male: Thanks, Stacey.  Good morning, everyone.  Great to see so many people 

here.  Great to have so many people online and it’s a great day to be 
development professional.  I hope all of you heard President Obama’s 
State of the Union yesterday and his specific mention of the challenges 
that we face and the work that we have ahead of us but that, also, his 
commitment to this work, and it really does involve all of us who are 
involved in development, so it’s quite exciting to have that as a backdrop 
for the discussion.   

 
 And let me also just – before I forget to do it later – thank Stacey and 

Tony and Travis for putting today’s even together.  This is part of a series, 
as Stacey mentioned, Thoughts and Leaders and Learning Series, and it’s 
part, very much, of the background that we have for having set up the 
Bureau of Policy Planning and Learning.   

 
 And I’ve said this before, when we were discussing what to name the 

Bureau, we didn’t want to get caught up, as Tony did, what is 
remembering what the initials stand for.  And so we spent time thinking 
about the three initials that would make up the Bureau’s name, and we’re 
very conscious of including learning as part of the Bureau name and have 
been very serious about operationalizing what that means.   

 
 And it clearly means a lot of the work that Stacey does on a day to day 

basis working with missions, but it also means a boarder sense of trying to 
figure out how to socialize the learning that the agency does, whether 
through research, through evaluations into our daily work life.  And part of 
this has been to think about us in a more conscientious way of how we do 
learning, and this series, I’m very proud to say, has been quite useful for 
all of us, in helping us with this effort. 
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 We’ve had – this is the fourth in this series.  We had John Smith and 

Nancy White talk about communities of practice.  David Weinberger 
talked about too big to know, scaling knowledge in a messy world, how 
we deal with all of this data that’s on our desks immediately available to 
us, and then, last month, we had David Cooperrider talking about 
appreciative inquiry.   

 
 So we’re trying to look at this issue of learning within the agency from 

different perspectives, and as I said, I think you’ll find that Dana’s 
presentation will fit into this discussion, the series’ themes today.  We – 
we’re looking to have a discussion – and I’m sure Dana’s presentation will 
encourage this – of how we listen, and for all of us, who are development 
professionals, we engage, on a regular basis, with counterparts at various 
levels.  And I think one of the real important points, in the book that Dana 
co-wrote, is this process of listening, how we go about it and engage in the 
methodology of listening as well as the substance of the finding that came 
out of the research. 

 
 Let me just make one other commercial pitch before handing it over to 

Erin.  In addition to this Thought Leaders in Learning Series, PPL is also 
pleased to announce the USAID Learning Lab website, and this is really 
exciting for all of us for a number of reasons.  The Learning Lab will host 
a robust repository of models, methods, tools and approaches for 
integrating strategic collaboration, continuous learning and iterative 
adaptation throughout our development efforts, and this repository will 
grow as all of us contribute to the resources and identify those resources 
that we find most helpful.   

 
 In particular, I’d urge folks to look at the program cycle learning guide 

which drives practical methods for engaging stakeholders in strategic 
planning, developing advisory groups to provide diverse perspectives on 
the challenges we’re trying to address, making the relationship between 
USAID staff and implementing partners, more conducive to sharing 
honest observations about what’s working, what’s not working, building 
flexibility and adaptability into our funding mechanism and various other 
matter.  This is an open website.  I mean so it’s available to everyone.  It’s 
outside of our firewall, and we intend, certainly from a USAID 
perspective, of populating it with as much good data and relevant 
information as possible.   

 
 So this is a real collaborative effort and we look to use it as a vehicle for 

communications between our staff and our external partners, so please 
make note of it, and I think you have information on your chairs about the 
Learning Lab, and again, tremendous congratulations to our team led by 
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Cindy Klep Winseck who is sitting over here, the office director of 
PPLLER, and Stacey and the others who have been involved with this. 

 
 And with that, great pleasure to introduce and ask my colleague, Erin 

McKee, to introduce our speaker for today. 
 
Female: Thank you, Larry.  Good morning, everyone.  I think that he had the great 

fortune to end on the introduction of the Learning Lab because it’s an 
opportunity for all of us to continue to dialogue, and in dialogue and 
learning and sharing information, there’s also a fundamental aspect of 
getting better at listening, and I think that that’s why we’re all here. 

 
 Today, we do have a the great pleasure of hosting Dana Brown who is the 

coauthor of the book, Time to Listen, and as the agency get better at 
learning, we also, I think, have a great opportunity to take advantage of 
Dana’s work and get better at listening.  We’re fortunate to have her here 
today and learn and hear from her about this remarkable book and her 
experience in the Listening Program which collected and aggregated the 
observations of nearly 6,000 people in 20 recipient countries.  That’s 
really amazing to be able to have that reach and really have the 
conversation with the folks on the ground is hard evidence that, 
oftentimes, we struggle with being able to capture, collect and really use 
and this opportunity to hear about that and also ___ a lot of what we’ve 
been looking at, as an agency, in learning, from our beneficiaries, how to 
do development better, how to generate greater impact but, most 
importantly, be responsive to those that we are working with and for and 
that is that our host country, local partners, our end beneficiaries and other 
donors and folks that are working together with us, in partnership, in that 
space. 

 
 You’ll hear from Dana about the process and about the participants and 

their nearly universal conclusion that we need to shift from a system that 
is largely externally driven – we think we know what you need – to being 
responsive and listening and working in partnerships with those to deliver 
what they know better that they need. 

 
 And so, driven by local priorities, local communities and being fluid and 

adaptive and flexible enough to adjust as those needs change, as we listen 
and learn and we work together, in partnership, to hopefully improve the 
lives of those that we care so deeply about. 

 
 So these are issues that USAID grapples with on a daily basis, but we’ve 

made significant progress, I think, in addressing the shortcomings of that, 
Dana’s book has highlighted, in Time to Listen.  You see this evidenced 
through our effort – our internal agency reform effort, USAID Forward, 
and through the program cycle, and as we get better at strategic choices 
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and really focusing and being selective about where we make investments, 
where we absolutely open up, in the partnership space and listen to those, 
that we’re working with, and make sure that we are being the most 
effective partner in the development – in our development engagement.   

 
 And so this whole effort sort of culminates in the reform process, in the 

field that we’re working on, through our missions, and as I read Dana’s 
book, I had so many moments of, “Oh, that’s right.  Aha and, Of course.”  
And it seems so obvious but having it aggregated in one space and really 
having these examples was powerful because it reaffirmed what we 
instinctually know, and it’s evidence that we actually are starting to get it 
even better and getting it right, so it has important messages.   

 
 We still have a lot of work to do, and any large donor agency, such as 

ours, we need to listen to ourselves and to a lot of the great work that’s 
she’s collected and take advantage of that.  It resonates strongly with a lot 
of the criticisms that we get, and criticism is okay because, if we listen to 
it and react to it in a positive way, then we are learning ourselves, and 
that’s what the hallmark of an adaptive learning organization should be, so 
it’s new in what we, at USAID, can reflect on through this isn’t just the 
experience or analysis of small group of critics.  It’s the largest, most 
robust evidence based that exists on how our efforts are received and 
experienced by those that we hope to help.  That is really important and 
really significant in why this body of work is so exciting. 

 
 And so it’s all about an evidenced base that we absolutely must integrate 

and how we think, how we carry out our mission, how we have our 
purpose and intent of the investment of our time, our resources and our 
organization and our values as we work in the world to try to improve the 
lives and the livelihoods of those in the development countries that we’re 
working in.   

 
 So for this reason – and I won’t talk much longer because I know you're 

waiting for the star feature – it is – we’re really lucky to have Dana and 
not only here to offer a presentation of her book’s findings but, also, to 
lead us in a discussion and I hope a real dialogue where we will share 
viewpoints and listen to each other about the implications of her findings 
in our work. 

 
 Dana – have to get to her bio.  I didn’t have it memorized.  I apologize.  

She is currently the director of the Listening Program at the Collaboration 
Learning Project and ____ CDA.  We use acronyms, so that’s how we 
speak.  Prior to joining CDA, she worked for Mercy Corp as a senior 
program office for civil society and conflict management in Indonesia and 
in Kosovo.  She also worked with USAID, our office of transition 
initiatives, OTI, in Kosovo.  She received a Master of Arts degree in law 
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and diplomacy from Fletcher and has a Bachelor's of Business 
Administration from Texas Christian University, so well credentialed, well 
traveled, well experienced, and obviously has a tremendous amount to 
offer us today. 

 
 So it is my great pleasure to welcome Dana. 
 
Female: Thank you.  Great.  Do I need this or?  I have to do both?  I have this.  

Okay, sorry.  Yeah, great.  Oh.  Does it – that must be the first one, great. 
 
 Well, first of all, thank you very much, all of you that are here, and I want 

to thank PPL for inviting me to share many of the voices and perceptions 
that the Listening Project heard from people around the world.  I’m really 
honored to be here and very happy to hear just such a warm reception to 
both those projects but also to what we found and really to acting on it 
which I’m encouraged to hear and I look forward to continuing the 
conversation. 

 
 Given the many years of international assistance and the broad experience 

of many of us in this sort of AID enterprise, a lot of us felt that it was 
timely to listen systematically and inclusively to people who are on the 
receiving end of our AID efforts.  The Listening Project has been a hugely 
collaborative effort involving more than 130 international and local 
organizations in the listening process and more than 100 in the analysis of 
the evidence gathered.  I’m not going to spend a lot of time on the 
methodology today, but I’m happy to talk more about that in the Q and A 
and also afterwards. 

 
 Between late 2005 and the end of 2009, CDA organized listening 

exercises in 20 countries to hear the experiences, the judgments and the 
analysis of over 6,000 people on the effectiveness of various types of 
international aid efforts.  For a week to two weeks, the staff of a number 
of international and local organizations spent time listening to the views of 
local people on the long term and cumulative effects of international aid 
efforts. 

 
 Now, for most of the listeners, many of whom were national staff of 

international and local NGOs and some expats, this was a new experience 
and actually a luxury that had not been afforded before given the pressures 
that many are under to implement quickly and to report end results.  The 
people, that we listened to, had received or been involved in the delivery 
of various types of assistance, both humanitarian, development, peace 
building, a range of – and frankly, a lot of people had been involved in 
projects and received different kinds of assistance over the years. 
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 And most people don’t make the distinctions between types of assistance 
that we, as aid providers, do, and their experiences, with the aid systems, 
that delivers the various types of assistance, doesn’t really differ that  
much. 

 
 Many have had a long history of interactions with the staff and the 

partners of USAID, and international NGOs and contractors are often 
considered to be donors along with official donors like USAID.  Many 
pointed to the names and the logos that are on signs and on cars.  So a lot 
of the comments that we had about donors were not only about USAID.  
They were about the range of people that are bringing in resources to their 
communities. 

 
 Now, in each country, we listened to a wide range of people, people who 

had both directly and indirectly benefited from international aid efforts, 
people who were involved in the delivery of assistance, so government 
officials, society organizations, local leaders.  We also talked to business 
people, academics, probably in markets.  We talked to women’s groups, a 
range of folks and a lot of different observers of international aid efforts. 

 
 We spend – we had some teams in the capital, but we largely were out in 

regions of the country and sort of didn’t do the usual suspects, if you will.  
The listening teams asked local people to reflect on the long term and the 
cumulative effects of being on the recipient side of international 
assistance, and often, for many, this was – they had been receiving it for 
many years.   

 
 We asked what approaches worked, which did not and how the  many 

projects and aid efforts had added up or not, and we listened to their 
experiences in the – and their analyses of both the positive and the 
negative and the tangible and the intangible effects of international aid 
efforts, and we asked them, also, what should be done differently. 

 
 So some of the stories that they told, in the analysis done by them and with 

the aid workers who were listening, is what I’m going to talk about today.  
So what did we hear?  Okay?  I will.  Oh, yeah.  I’m just not there yet. 

 
 First, I have to say that we were surprised at the consistent descriptions of 

the international aid system across very different context, geographical 
locations and social strata in places as different as Angola, Ecuador, 
Toulouse, Afghanistan, Kosovo and Zimbabwe.  People describe similar 
experiences with the processes and procedures of international aid efforts 
and explain how these often undermine the goals of the assistance that 
they received, participated and or observed. 
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 Overall, we found that international aid is a good thing, and it is 
appreciated.  There are many good people and many good projects which 
local people have benefited from, but overall, they described how these 
projects just aren’t adding up to the types of changes that they want to see.  
People also described how assistance, as it’s now conceived and provided, 
is not achieving its intent, and they talked about how fundamental changes 
really need to be made and how aid is to be provided if it’s going to be 
more effective. 

 
 And on a positive note, they and we really believe that these changes are 

both possible and doable.  So, today, I’m going to describe why people say 
the international system, as it’s now being provided, isn’t achieving the 
results that they and the many good people, like you, who are trying to do 
good work, hope that our aid would support. 

 
 I’m going to do this by describing eight aspects of what we describe as the 

current, externally driven aid delivery system and the type of collaborative 
aid system the people, on the receiving end of aid efforts, desire.  Now, 
you should have received this when you came in, a chart from one of the 
pieces of paper, hopefully, you got.  If not, we can hand them out.  It’s on 
page 138 for those with the book, and for those who are listening online 
and have access to the PDF of the book, which is on our website it’s, I 
think, page 148, but I’m going to go through it, so you don’t have to have 
it front of you.   

 
 So in the – first of all, in the current externally driven aid delivery system, 

local people are seen as beneficiaries and aid recipients.  As a policeman 
in Thailand said, “There was too much assistance too fast.  An 
international agency should be slower in their distribution.  People should 
help themselves first and only request and receive assistance when they 
cannot help themselves.  By giving out so easily, you are turning them into 
beggars.  Some that would just receive too much to stop and think of the 
value of all of the things they have been given.” 

 
 Now the arrival of assistance sends a positive message that people care.  

People appreciate the solidarity that it represents and the good intention of 
those providing assistance, and they’re especially appreciative when aid 
has saved their lives and when it helps them to achieve their goals.  

 
 But, too often, people describe how cumulatively and over time, with 

project after project, the way aid is provided fuels dependency and 
powerlessness.  They talk about the growing number of actors that are 
involved in providing assistance, and sometimes, they’re questioning their 
motivations.  They talk about how aid has become a business that seems to 
be more concerned with its survival than with their development, and they 
talk about how things could be done differently. 
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 As a Koran leader, on the Tiberia border refugee, camp, where aid has 

been provided for many years then, it’s unavoidable that humanitarian aid 
created a situation where we are programmed to receive.  If aid wasn’t just 
given but if there was a program that was much more of a give and take, it 
would be more beneficial to the whole community.  It’s important not to 
get things for free, so that people are not programmed to get aid.  If you 
give it for free, you take away the sense of responsibility that they had.   

 
 Now, in a collaborative aid system, local people would be seen as 

colleagues and drivers of their own development and not just as 
beneficiaries or recipients.   

 
 The second aspect of this externally driven aid delivery system is that we 

focus on identifying needs.  As a person in Kabul said, “Donors look at 
immediate need but may not be aware of why there’s a problem.  Why is 
the child sick?  They need to stay longer to get an idea of the real 
problems.”   

 
 People describe how international aid has become a massive multilayered 

and complex delivery system that’s focused on providing things, material 
goods, services, training, techniques, concepts, structures, even values, 
from donors to recipients, based on assumptions of what is needed. 

 
 In recent years, the aid system has increasingly become focused on 

improving the efficiency of delivery by developing policies and 
procedures to streamline and standardize the identification of needs, the 
modes of financing, the packaging of the assistance, the ways to interact 
and communicate with the recipient communities, the tracking of 
deliveries and the monitoring and evaluation of the use of funds. 

 
 So is this a problem?  Well, it is according to those, who are meant to be 

supported by international aid efforts, because the focus on efficient 
delivery of things, from providers to recipients, that are standardized 
through our widely adopted policy and procedures, doesn’t, people say, 
bring the results that international assistance intends and that they see, so 
we try to look at why is that.   

 
 Well, because we focus – when we focus on delivery, it puts the program 

up – programmatic focus on what is needed or seem to be missing rather 
than on what already exists and is working.  When an agency is good at 
delivering certain goods or services, it looks for people who need them 
and for places that lack them.  The starting point for its relationship with 
the society is to focus on needs assessment rather than on existing 
strengths and capacities.  However, meeting a need does not necessarily 
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solve the problem that produces this need, and if the assistance is not 
connected to existing capacities, it can actually undermine them. 

 
 Unless the problem is solved and existing capacities are strengthened, the 

need may just rise again.  Now, for a business, this makes sense.  Repeat 
customers provide a steady revenue base, but for international aid 
agencies, the long history of focusing on need has, unfortunately, 
perpetuated dependency rather than supporting self reliance and lasting 
development.  We all know this, and yet, somehow, the system remains 
the same. 

 
 So in a collaborative aid system, we would focus on supporting and 

reinforcing capacities and identifying local priorities.  Now the last 
speaker in this series, in January, David Cooperrider, talked about the need 
to use appreciative inquiry to understand what is working and to 
strengthen and build on that, so – and to look for the positive deviance and 
to learn from them.  And I completely agree, and I’m glad to hear that 
that’s something that’s being talked about and that needs to be worked into 
all of the policies and procedures that you have. 

 
 So, third, and the externally driven aid delivery system is preplanned and 

predetermined programs.  As the staff of a government rural development 
program in Mali said, before the current crisis, “Donors want to put 
communities into the same mold.  Instead of adapting project activities to 
fit the funding, the funding should be adapted to meet our need.  Donors 
should be tuned into our needs and priorities.  They should not impose.  
They should ask for input from the bottom, from the grassroots level.  
Projects that parachute from on high will not succeed.” 

 
 Now, while we’ve made progress in prepositioning humanitarian 

assistance to reach people faster, these physical warehouses are paralleled 
by well stocked digital libraries of proposal and reporting templates.  How 
many times do we go to our computer warehouses of ideas and language 
as we start new projects and new context?  This is what people mean when 
they talk about aid coming to them prepackaged.  Predetermined and 
prepackaged projects are intended to improve efficiency and to help us 
respond faster to local needs.   

 
 Now, by comparison, a business realizes economies of scale when it 

distributes standard products in multiple markets.  However, when aid 
providers scale up and implement standard approaches and projects 
without tailoring it to the context and the to demand in the local market, if 
you will, they might deliver the wrong things at the wrong time or in the 
wrong way.  Many local people comment on how often this happens and, 
to them, how wasteful and, therefore, inefficient standard, prepackaged 
programs are. 
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 Now if a business were to supply customers with unwanted products or 
services, it would find no market and would have to adapt to the 
production or cease to exist.  However, aid agencies can supply unwanted 
goods or services that they, as provider, determine to be needed without 
apparent penalty so long as they can sell their ideas to their funders. 

 
 People describe how aid is too often provided according to predetermined 

criteria or to promote particular donor agendas and priorities, and they talk 
about how these externally driven priorities have cascading effects on who 
receives assistance and the type of assistance that they have access to. 

 
 Local people and aid workers alike talked about how current project 

cycles and funding procedures don’t provide the time and resources to 
ensure that local people are fully engaged in the assessment, analysis and 
design of programs that really builds on their resources and meets their 
self supplying needs and aspirations.   

 
 The increased focus on prevention and resilience today should require that 

aid agencies better understand what local capacities exist and how to 
strengthen them in appropriate ways that won’t undermine their long term 
goals of self sufficiency and development, but the devil is in the detail in 
how these agendas are really carried out. 

 
 As an aid worker in Senegal said, “Donors need to be honest and 

forthright about what they really mean about by participation.  Is it simply 
a consultation with communities to get approval or support for a project 
that has already been predetermined or really to decide jointly and to work 
together?”  So, in a collaborative aid system, context relevant programs 
would be developed jointly by recipient communities and aid providers.  

 
 Now, fourth, in the externally driven aid delivery system, aid providers 

drive the decision making.  As a local government official in Sri Lanka 
said, “Participatory planning is just a phrase.  Money and time are limited 
from the donor’s side, and an agenda has already been set long before 
agencies go into communities.”  When we pursue efficiency in the 
delivery of aid, we developer procedures to support streamline.  We codify 
processes in order to facilitate quick response, planning and decision 
making.  Donors, both funders and operational aid agencies who, as I said, 
are often seen as one in the same, develop procedures for good reasons.   

 
 Procedures provide predictability and consistency.  They enable an agency 

to ensure that its staff is working according to professional standards 
rather than relying on ad hoc and personal biases to get things done, and 
they provide a degree of transparency, so that even though that side of an 
agency can see what’s expected and done by an agency.  And this, of 
course, should support accountability. 
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 Now there are good reasons and purposes behind the many procedures that 

we’ve put in place, but the evidence for the people, who were the recipient 
society, shows that the procedures that we have developed have too often 
turned in on themselves.  Providers and recipients alike talked about how 
procedures take too much time, they’re too inflexible, they’re too 
complicated or they’re counterproductive.   

 
 The staff of international or local agencies talk about how much time they 

have to spend ensuring compliance with the rules and regulations.  Now 
I’m sure this is something that many of you deal with on a daily basis and 
that it frustrates you, too.  Many talk about ways that tick the box 
processes become so pervasive that they lose sight of the very values and 
principles that the processes were meant to support.   

 
 Now proceduralization is sort of an awful term that we came up with, 

based on the evidence, that just really kind of overwhelms us about – from 
these thousands of conversations that we had.  It’s meant to mirror the 
word bureaucratization which refers to the process by which a larger 
bureaucracy is developed to enable the accomplishment of complex jobs 
and how it becomes so rigid that, instead of accomplishing or facilitating 
the work it is intended to do, it becomes a barrier to the achievement of the 
mission. 

 
 People who become procedure-crats get so mired in the complexity and 

detail of procedural compliance, often in the form of paperwork and 
reports, that they lose sight of the purposes of international systems and 
equate effectiveness with filling out the forms, getting the reports in on 
time and assuring another round of funding.  

  
 During the listening project, we heard so many people at so many levels 

describe the procedures as posing barriers to the achievement of effective 
development, rather than facilitating it, that we had to recognize that many 
parts of our international aid system have become proceduralized.  The 
procedures that we developed for good reason are just too often not 
helping us to achieve the goals they were intended to support.  Let me give 
you an example. 

 
 In the current externally driven aid delivery system, we’ve developed a lot 

of policies and procedures for ensuring participation of local people.  In 
fact, many books, manuals and tools on participation have been written by 
USAID and its parents.  Our procedures for ensuring the participation of 
local people in aid efforts include household surveys, community 
meetings, participatory needs assessment, consultations, questionnaires 
and many other methods include a lot of new ones building on the 
possibilities of new technologies. 
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 People describe, though, how questionnaires and community surveys often 

come with multiple choice questions which they say predetermine the 
range of options open to them.  They describe how community meetings 
often become a one way presentation of what is sort of on offer from an 
aid agency with the question, at the end, “Do you want this,” and if not, 
then the agency goes away rather than listening to for what the intended 
recipients might propose and what they would like to see done. 

 
 Aid agencies often require that people demonstrate their involvement in 

aid activities by – and sort of their participation by coming to meetings to 
discuss plans and by contributing labor and or other resources to the 
efforts that we often undertake on their behalf.  However, the vast majority 
of people say that they don’t feel included in the critical decisions about 
assistance that they receive.  In their experiences, many of these decisions 
have been made before an agency arrives or holds the meeting and that 
there are few, if any, opportunities to add their ideas as the effort unfolds.   

 
 One person summarized the experience of many people with the following 

statement, “I participate.  You participate.  They decide.”  Aid recipients 
and people involved in providing assistance talked about how the 
procedures, that are intended to elicit their participation, are so fully 
predetermined and designed by outsiders that they provide little 
opportunity for meaningful engagement of people in recipient societies in 
the decisions about the aid that they receive.  Many agree with a woman in 
Kenya who said, “There should be nothing about us without us.”  So in a 
collaborative aid system, we would have collaborative decision making.   

 
 Now, fifth and the externally driven aid delivery system, we focus on 

spending on a predetermined schedule.  As a government official in 
Afghanistan said, “The lack of flexibility and short time spans for projects 
creates difficult conditions.  Short time approaches are one of the main 
factors that instigate failure.  In spite of this, the donors ask for 
sustainability.” 
 

 Now many aid agencies, especially those engaged in humanitarian 
assistance, equate efficiency with timeliness, and timeliness is often 
interpreted to mean speed.  Aid agencies submit proposals and write 
reports claiming achievement of grand goals on fixed and regular 
schedules in pre-prescribed periods.  Delays are frowned upon.  Late 
submission of proposals disqualifies applicants, and late submission of 
reports counts as poor management. 

 
 Time pressures cause agencies to cut corners in terms of community 

consultations and to make assumptions about local context.  The pressure 
to deliver, in short project bursts, is again seen by people, on the recipient 
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end, as wasteful and unrealistic and, frankly, disrespectful.  While a 
business seeks rapid turnover of products, local people believe that aid 
agencies too often seek rapid turnover of projects.  Even before one is 
finished, they’re writing a proposal for another project to follow. 

 
 As a Lebanese Ph. D student and consultant said, “Working in templates is 

easy, but to do it right, you need more time and money and effort.”  
Template projects get more visibility.  Some donors come with results 
based frameworks of all their definitions.  This is meant to be a tool for 
better projects, but they spend half the year explaining what it is.  So, in a 
collaborative aid system, aid providers would fit money and timing to 
strategy and realities on the ground.   

 
 Sixth, in the externally driven aid delivery system, staff are evaluated and 

rewarded for managing projects on time and on budget.  As the director of 
international NGO in the Tiberia border said, “Donors demand task 
focused work.  Staff would love to have more time to talk to people in the 
camp, to spend the night in the camp, but we have reports due with facts 
and numbers, and it needs to be right to keep the funding coming.  Some 
NGOs are run like businesses.  The donors are not helping us be respectful 
because they come with their new ideas, trends, and we have to jump.  We 
end up with ridiculous timeframes to do things.  We cut out the process 
and spend the rest of the year doing damage control.” 

 Now, when the focus of evaluations is on quantitative measures, the 
incentives for aid providers follow.  They plan more community meetings 
or other events where they can count heads to demonstrate participation, 
but aid workers talked about how donors and their agencies needed to 
change the definition of what is real work with what is important work and 
discussed how agencies could likely get better donor support if they could 
define and measure engagement with more rigor and precision. 

 
 The ways that aid agencies evaluate their staff, partners, programs and 

long term impacts need to include assessments of how effectively are they 
engaged with a broad range of people and to what end.  Rewards and 
penalties should reflect the value that aid agencies say they put on 
ensuring meaningful engagement of people in the aid efforts that are 
meant to improve their lives. 

 
 Many aid agency staff talked about – suggested the skills that they need to 

engage local people effectively, such as language skills, cultural 
sensitivity, problem solving and sort of a – facilitation skills and how to 
work in a collaborative way need to be valued in recruiting, included in 
competency frameworks and assessed in staff evaluations. 

 
 As on longtime aid worker admitted, “It’s a carrot but where’s the stick?  

The stick isn’t there because you're probably not going to be fired if you're 
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getting your funding, reaching goals but not getting relationships right.”  
So, in a collaborative aid system, staff would be evaluated and rewarded 
for the quality of relationships and results that recipients say make lasting, 
positive changes in their lives. 

 
 Seventh, in the externally driven aid delivery system, monitoring and 

evaluation is done by providers on project spending and delivery of 
planned assistance.  As a director of a Lebanese NGO said, “What impact 
are you talking about?  The impact is just spending money.  Goods are 
delivered with no sense of social development.  There’s no interest to 
develop people.  It is all reduced to practicality.  Just know how to write a 
report.  The focus is on skills put into the framework of outputs with no 
reflection included.” 

 
 Now, an efficient business keeps its cost down.  NGOs, contractors and 

their donors mirror this practice by monitoring and emphasizing low 
overheads as a common measure of efficiency.  Keeping low – keeping 
overhead costs low is relative to field program costs is assumed to mean 
that an agency spends its money directly on helping people which is 
considered the agency’s output rather than on headquarter salaries and 
offices representing input. 

 
 Whether an agency delivers tangible goods or intangible services, its 

reporting on deliverables is often focused on cost per quantity delivered 
and whether the delivery was on time, but too often, the process of 
achieving the deliverables is considered overhead and isn’t what gets 
measured or valued appropriately. 

 
 People in communities talked about how monitoring and evaluation 

processes focus on what’s been done in relation to the stated plans rather 
than on what has happened because of what was done.  We heard, over 
and over, questions about why agencies didn’t come back to see what had 
happened as a result of the assistance, not just to see if projects were 
sustainable but whether the impacts lasted and what had been the 
unintended side effects, both positive and negative. 

 
 Some people said, “We just want to show them what we’ve done with the 

assistance they provided.  Why don’t they come back and see what we’ve 
done with the investments we’ve made?”  Although many aid providers 
are concerned  to know the impacts and are asked to report on them, many 
say they don’t really track or report on the long term and unexpected 
impacts or side effects of their action because these are hard to trace, and 
they’re not required for renewal of funding. 

 
 In most cases, post project monitoring and evaluation, much less longer 

cumulative evaluations aren’t funded, particularly with today’s emphasis 



Page 18 of 21 

on efficiency and cost effectiveness in the short term.  Both aid recipients 
and aid providers talked about the need to measure quality not just 
quantity.  They noted that, just because something is measurable, does not 
necessarily mean it’s what should be assessed.   

 
 As an international aid work noticed, “If ten years ago, we had more 

solidarity but couldn’t show the results, was it because we couldn’t figure 
out how to measure it?”  We should ask local people how they see the 
changes.  And another said, “You know, we just need to say yes to mess 
and to see that log frames are too narrow to measure many of the changes 
that we seek to support.” 

 
 Sorry.  I know you guys like your log frames.  Might need to toss them 

out. 
 
 In a collaborative aid system, monitoring evaluation follow up would be 

done by providers and recipients on the results and the long term effects of 
assistance.  So, lastly, in the current, externally driven aid delivery system, 
there’s a focus on growth.   

 
 As a direct of a local NGO in Kenya said – and he was criticizing local 

organizations, contractors, consultants, the kind of aid industry in Kenya, 
“Many people view interventions as a money making business and the 
humanitarian – as well as volunteer spirit that was the driving force has 
disappeared as most factors have become materialistic.” 

 
 Now, for a business, if delivering some is good, then delivering more is 

better.  Donors, implementing agencies and local partners have also come 
to equate success with growth.  It’s rare for governmental donors, such as 
USAID, to ask Congress to lower aid allocations, and in turn, its partners 
and implementers generally increase program requests year by year.   

 
 Contractors and NGOs continually try to expand their donor base and 

market share.  They continue to talk about need.  Now, growth is taken as 
a measure of effectiveness when it may only be an indicator of spending 
capability.  Aid agency field directors say that they’re promoted and 
respected if they grow their portfolios and budget and every year and gain 
little recognition when they manage to save money for their agencies or 
shrink budgets. 

 
 Donors urge implementing agencies to monitor and maintain the burn rate 

of funds to keep on schedule even if it can do more harm than good, and 
more people, in aid recipient societies, actually described as being too 
much rather than not enough.  What they want is smarter aid and to stop 
waste rather than to grow systems.  The drive to grow and to deliver more 
aid, while greatly appreciated in some disaster or conflict situations, runs 
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counter to recipient country goals of self sufficiency and to donor policies 
to promote local ownership and sustainability.   

 
 If the purpose of international systems is to help people, so that they no 

longer need assistance, then those providing assistance should be working 
to grow smaller.  That is working to go out of business.  Now USAID 
Administrator Shaw agreed and noted this in a speech that CGB, I think it 
was last year celebrating the 50th anniversary of USAID, when he said, 
“Our industry is full of incentives to design to prolong our efforts rather 
than reduce them.  As a result, handoffs rarely happen.  Projects are 
extended in perpetuity, while goals remain just out of reach.  There’s 
always another high price consultant that must take another flight to attend 
another conference or lead training.  I say today, to all funders and 
practitioners of development, these days must end.   

  
 We need to understand that, unlike other industries, unlike an enterprise, 

we have no interest in our own growth.  We must seek to do our work in a 
way that allows us to be replaced, over time, by efficient local 
governments, thriving civil societies and vibrant private sectors.”  So, in a 
collaborative aid system, aid agencies would have a plan, draw down and 
mutually agreed exit – end of assistance strategy.   

 
 In closing, over many years, we’ve tried many different ways to improve 

how we provide assistance.  USAID and other donors and partner 
governments have signed the Paris Declaration on aid effectiveness, ___ 
and diffraction, the Busan Partnership for Effective Development 
Cooperation, the New Deal for Engagement in Fragile States and many 
other agreements.   

 
 You started some efforts, under the USAID Forward, to support local 

capacity and ownership and a number of other things, but in spite of these 
efforts, people on the recipient side are calling for an essential and 
profound shift in the international assistance paradigm.  To get at what 
they mean, let’s compare the theories of change behind these two systems.   

 
 The theory of change, on which the current, externally driven aid delivery 

system functions, is by efficiently providing tangible and intangible 
inputs, international actors can effectively cause, catalyze or support 
positive economic, social and political change in other countries.  The 
theory of change, for a collaborative aid system, could be stated as the role 
of international assistance in promoting positive social, political and 
economic change is to expand the range of options that people, in a 
society, can consider, to engage with them and weighing the cost and 
benefit of each option, and from this, to co-develop and co-implement a 
joint strategy for pursuing the changes that they seek.   
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 This new paradigm highlights the desired shift of aid recipients from the 
supply driven aid delivery system, focused on efficiency, to an engaged, 
collaborative, mutual problem solving process more concerned about 
effectiveness.   

 
 We all know that changing the complex and multilayered system of 

international aid is a huge task, but we have to ask how is it that we’ve 
appointed ourselves as their lifesavers and change agents but we so often 
feel disempowered to change the system that we’re a part of.   

 
 It’s going to take each of us deciding to approach our work and our 

relationships with those we meant to support in a new way, to think long 
term and to truly aim to work ourselves out of a job.  Now, that could be a 
really scary thing for many of us.  Our daily routines and practices and the 
mechanisms that support aid must change sometimes radically.  Shifts in 
our thinking have to be accompanied by shifts in our behavior and both for 
aid providers and for recipients. 

 
 So how do we begin?  Well, we can look at a few things which are in our 

control.  Policies, procedures, resources and people are the three primary 
instruments of international system.  Providers of aid articulate and 
promulgate their ideas, principles and intentions through policies.  They 
institutionalize predictable measures for planning, implementing and 
evaluating through procedures.  They allocate resources such as funds, 
goods, services, technical assistance, training and expertise, and because 
we develop these tools, we can change them. 

 
 And lastly, aid providers control who they hire.  They define what they 

consider critical attributes and credentials for staff and also for partners.  
Every story of effective aid that we heard by aid recipients, included a 
description of particular people who worked in ways that developed 
respect and trust with local people.  Over and over again, we heard how 
people and good leadership really matter.   

 
 Now I don’t have time to go into the details today, but there’s a whole 

chapter on this, the final chapter in the book, and I encourage you to read 
it and to act on it.   

 
 Finally, I just want to thank you for taking the time to listen.  I’m honored 

really to have had the chance to share a few of the many voices that we 
heard from people in aid recipient societies.  In the words of a woman in 
Ecuador, who was among the many who really wanted to have their voices 
heard in the halls of USAID, “Thank you for listening to us and allowing 
us to tell you what we would like to tell those who have power over this 
great power that is international cooperation.”   
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 Now, if she were here now, she probably would ask what are you going to 
do to help shift the paradigm in the way that it – that you do your job, in 
how your department or your program works, across USAID, with your 
partners and stakeholders and, finally, as a prominent and powerful 
member of the international aid system.    

 
 Pose that question and just want to thank you – and we’ll move into 

question and answer – just to let people know that the book is available on 
our website.  You can also order it from Amazon, and I thought it was on 
here.  I guess it’s not, and we also have a blog.  But anyway, I also have 
some copies afterwards, happy to share some with you and look forward 
to the discuss and thank you for listening. 

 


