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OVERVIEW 
USAID’s Bureau for Policy Planning and Learning
(PPL) hosted an Experience Summit on
“Strengthening Country Systems,” November 27–
28, 2012, in Washington, DC, to 1) foster a
robust dialogue around how USAID’s past and
present assistance efforts strengthen country
systems, 2) highlight the importance of country
system strengthening (CSS) to achieve USAID
goals, and 3) distill lessons learned and identify
challenges that USAID should bear in mind as it
develops Agency policy and program guidance for
strengthening country systems.  

The Experience Summit was born out of a 
recognition that, while the articulation of a 
comprehensive approach to strengthening country 
systems may be new, a large body of past and 
present work experience exists. PPL designed the 
Summit to tap into the accumulated experience of 
USAID staff and implementing partners first by 
commissioning five background papers that 
surveyed relevant experience and then by 
organizing the Summit itself to maximize 
opportunities for participants to reflect on their 
own experiences and to build consensus regarding 
the most important lessons.  

More than 130 experts from around the globe 
contributed to the discussions, including USAID 
staff in Washington, DC, and in various missions, 
as well as representatives from civil society 
organizations, development consultancies, think 
tanks, and academic institutions. Through this 
rich exchange, USAID and its partners deepened 
their understanding of the opportunities and 
challenges for introducing CSS more extensively. 

The organization of this document mirrors the 
structure of the Summit. It begins with highlights 

from the two introductory presentations that kicked 
off the Summit—an overview of the international 
discussions on aid effectiveness from the Paris 
Declaration in last year’s Busan conference and a 
distillation of USAID’s emerging perspective on 
strengthening country systems. This is followed by 
perspectives from four discussants:  two USAID 
mission directors and two external stakeholders. 
The Summit continued in the afternoon of Day 1 
with a series of three moderated conversations 
focused on the findings of the five background 
papers, followed by World Café format discussions. 
This session and the first one on Day 2 offered the 
opportunity for in-depth discussion of lessons 
learned and challenges emerging from utilizing CSS 
in diverse environments. The main points of these 
reflections are presented in the summary box, 
“Experience Distilled” on page 14. Participants 
then devoted attention to developing suggestions on 
how to move forward on six of the most important 
challenges. The final session of the Summit featured 
short presentations by several participants, followed 
by reactions from USAID senior leadership. 

Summit Background Papers: 

• Non-Project Assistance and Policy Reform: Lessons 
Learned  for Strengthening Country Systems  

• Country Systems Strengthening: Beyond Human and 
Organizational Capacity Development 

• A Selective Review of USAID-Funded Development 
Management Research and Practice: Relevance for 
Strengthening Country Systems 

• Complexity and Lessons Learned from the Health Sector 
for Country System Strengthening 

• Facilitating Systemic Change in Value Chains: Lessons 
Learned for Strengthening Country Systems 

To access all Summit resources, including background 
papers, please visit http://usaidlearninglab.org/experience-
summit. Summaries of background papers can be found 
online as well as in Appendix C.   

http://usaidlearninglab.org/experience-summit
http://usaidlearninglab.org/experience-summit
http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/non-project-assistance-and-policy-reform-lessons-learned-strengthening-country-systems
http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/country-systems-strengthening-beyond-human-and-organizational-capacity-development
http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/selective-review-usaid-funded-development-management-research-and-practice-relevance
http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/complexity-and-lessons-learned-health-sector-country-system-strengthening
http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/facilitating-systemic-change-value-chains-lessons-learned-strengthening-country-systems
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DAY 1 AGENDA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tuesday, November 27 
  
Opening Sessions:  Articulating the Vision  
   
 9:00 am Welcome 
 
 9:10 am Overview of Agenda  
  (Tjip Walker, USAID/PPL/LER) 
 
 9:30 am Country Ownership and Country Systems Before and After Busan  
  A discussion about country ownership before and after the Busan Forum 
  (Dirk Dijkerman, OECD) 
 
 10:00 am Country Systems Strengthening: A USAID Perspective 
  A presentation on why USAID is focusing on country systems strengthening and the role of the 

Experience Summit in informing the development of an Agency strategy 
  (Larry Garber, USAID/PPL) 
 
 10:30 am Break 
 
 11:00 am Panel Discussions and Q&A 
  (Susan Reichle, USAID/PPL; Larry Garber, USAID/PPL; Dirk Dijkerman, OECD; Bill Hammink, 

USAID/India; Cheryl Anderson, USAID/Ghana; Emmy Simmons, Partnership to Cut Hunger and Poverty 
in Africa; Gregory Adams, Oxfam America) 

 
 12:00 pm  Lunch 
 
Working Sessions:  Exploring the Experience  
 
 12:45 pm Country Systems Strengthening: USAID Experience and Lessons Learned 
  An examination of past and contemporary experience of country systems strengthening through a series 

of three moderated discussions, followed by audience contributions through a World Café conversation 
 
 1:00 pm Moderated Conversation 1 with World Café Discussion  
  (Gary Russell, USAID/PPL/LER; Dr. Ronald Oakerson, Houghton College; Elizabeth Dunn, Impact, LLC; 

Allan Best, InSource) 
 
 2:00 pm Moderated Conversation 2 with World Café Discussion 
  (Laura Schulz, USAID/IDEA; John Gillies, FHI 360; Dr. Derick Brinkerhoff, RTI International) 
 
 3:00 pm Break 
 
 3:30 pm Moderated Conversation 3 with World Café Discussion  
  (Cindy Clapp-Wincek, USAID/PPL/LER; Dayna Brown, CDA Collaborative Learning Projects; Thomas 

Dichter, Independent Consultant) 
 
 4:30 pm Report-Outs 
  Capturing connections, lessons, opportunities, and challenges 
 
 5:00 pm Closing and Preview of Day 2 
   (Tjip Walker, USAID/PPL/LER) 
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STRENGTHENING COUNTRY SYSTEMS 

EXPERIENCE SUMMIT:  DAY 1 

Opening Sessions:  Articulating the Vision

The Summit began with Dirk Dijkerman (OECD) 
and Larry Garber (USAID/PPL) providing 
background and context on CSS from non-USAID 
and USAID perspectives, respectively.  

Country Ownership and Country 
Systems Before and After Busan  

Dirk Dijkerman, OECD 

Country systems is [about more than] money. 
It’s more [than] turning a check over to 
treasury. And very importantly, it’s not all or 
nothing…..you have to take into account 
national, regional, local, political dynamics. 
You have to include statistical collection 
systems in the developing countries, the way 
they monitor it, the way they evaluate those 
systems as well. You have to look at the 
auditing systems, and you have to look at the 
oversight and the checks and balances 
between these various systems such as 
parliament, government civil society and the 
audit functions from supreme audit 
institutions. And it requires on all our parts to 
try to figure out how we can manage risk 
rather than avoid it. 

Dirk Dijkerman traced the evolving definition of 
“country systems,” emphasizing that the term is 
understood in several ways. “Country” initially was 
short hand for “partner country government,” but 
especially since Busan it has taken on a broader 
coloration—at least for some—to include civil 
society as well as the partner government. Similarly, 

Dirk Dijkerman, OECD Larry Garber, USAID/PPL

“system” refers to government public financial or 
procurement processes, but the definition can also 
encompass all the actors, public and private, 
needed to produce a public service. The shades of 
meaning of these two words notwithstanding, the 
real contention is “in the verbs” that precede 
“country systems.” Particularly for representatives 
of partner governments, aid effectiveness is all 
about using country systems:  allocating and 
disbursing foreign assistance via partner-country 
processes (see Kagame quote below). For this 
group, using systems is the most effective way to 
strengthen them and ultimately is an indication of 
how much trust exists between providers and 
recipients of foreign assistance. For others, the 
emphasis must be on strengthening country 
systems, with use being one of several approaches 
that assistance providers may utilize both prior to, 
and simultaneously with, country systems.    

Dijkerman explained that discussions around the 
relative balance of “using” and “strengthening” 
country systems has been an ongoing feature of 
international aid effectiveness dialogue. Early on, 
the focus was more on use, especially in the form 
of general budget support. However, before 
making such a commitment, “many donors 
required extensive public financial management 
assessments, which took time and contributed to 
the slow pace of disbursements to country 
systems. As a result, donors began asking whether 
the effort was worthwhile and partner countries 
questioned the willingness of donors to match 
their rhetoric with action.” The questions became 
even more pointed when surveys revealed that 
donor countries were indeed improving their 
public financial management systems, yet these 
reforms were not being met with a concomitant 
increase in the use of those systems by donors.     

“

”
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The competing perspectives on “country,” 
“systems,” and “use/strengthen” came to a head in 
Busan. While there was some chance that the 
international aid effectiveness consensus might 
fracture, persistent negotiation produce a renewed 
agreement that shifted to more inclusive 
definitions of both country and systems that go 
beyond public financial management and 
procurement to include diverse stakeholders (civil 
society, parliamentarians, and political leaders), 
regular monitoring and evaluation, checks and 
balances between systems, and risk management 
(not risk avoidance). More important, there is a 
growing recognition that engaging country 
systems is not an all-or-nothing proposition:  
partners do not need to use all components of the 
systems at once to “use” a system. Dijkerman 
concluded by noting that “start small, but start” 
has become the new mantra as donors and partner
countries can select specific components they find 
most relevant. 

Country Systems Strengthening: A 
USAID Perspective  

Larry Garber, USAID/PPL 

Larry Garber used his remarks to signal USAID’s 
renewed commitment to strengthening country 
systems and to note the importance the Agency 
attached to the Experience Summit as an 
opportunity for a thoughtful exchange of 
experiences among USAID staff and its partners. 
He added that the insights to emerge would be 
captured, shared broadly, and used as an important 
set of inputs into a major piece of policy and 
program guidance that the Agency would produce 
by spring 2013. 

Garber went on to identify the three forces that 
elevated attention to country systems within 
USAID. The first was the desire to contribute 
constructively to the international post-Busan aid 
effectiveness agenda, especially how commitments 
to more inclusive definitions of “country” and 
“systems” can be made operational. The second was 
to complement the USAID Forward commitment 
to implementation and procurement reform with a 
robust development rationale for increasing grants 
and contracts to government agencies, civil society 
organizations, and private sector entities in partner 
countries. And the third was to mainstream the 
systems-strengthening approaches currently being 
pioneered by several parts of Agency. 

Picking up on a theme from Dijkerman’s 
presentation, Garber noted that USAID stresses a 
“strengthening” approach.  Under the right 
circumstances, USAID will clearly use country 
systems, as the implementation and procurement 
reforms make clear, but the Agency also recognizes 
that not all systems are ready to be used and that 
there is a range of other ways to strengthen systems 
beyond use. The challenge for the future is to 

There is no contention about the principles of aid 
effectiveness that were adopted in previous conferences … 

What we need to overcome are structural and attitude-
related barriers (to implementing those principles). 

We [all] committed, and reaffirmed in Accra, to channel aid 
through country systems so as to strengthen national capacity 
to execute development plans, to budget efficiently and 
deliver services. It was also meant to build the foundation for 
enhanced capacity and accountability towards development 
results. In practice, the status quo still prevails. In fact, there 
is still resistance on the part of some donor countries to 
channel their aid through national systems, which raises 
important issues of effectiveness and accountability. While 
donors may not be entirely to blame for bypassing these 
systems where they are weak or non-functional, why not use 
aid to build up and strengthen such critical systems? 

Paul Kagame. Busan, Korea, High Level Forum on Aid 
Effectiveness, November 30, 2011 
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Panel Discussions:  Reactions and 
Reflections 

Bill Hammink (USAID/India)  

Hammink stated that India  
could provide some valuable 
 lessons in strengthening  
country systems through  
responsible use. India is 

currently paying for its own poverty reduction 
programs, and senior government officials have 
told USAID they are not interested in funds, but 
prefer targeted technical advice. Evaluations have 
pointed to the need for consistent leadership by 
USAID to guarantee that new institutions are 
recognized as part of the country system and not 
as USAID-built institutions outside the system.  

Hammink believes that USAID must look beyond 
standard country development partners to build an 
effective legacy of action that is cost–effective and 
provides faster results. To achieve this goal, he 
stated that CSS must be done through a co-design 
approach, where USAID brings ideas to the table 
and not just financial resources. In India, this 
lesson is being applied by building capacity, 
devising an incentive structure, and focusing on 
strengthening the overall ecosystem. This requires 
USAID to work closely with Indian and 
international partners and focus on social 
investment capital. 

Cheryl Anderson (USAID/Ghana) 

Anderson noted that CSS is  
important for two reasons:  1) to 
ensure aid independence in the  
future, and 2) to ensure global 
 aid effectiveness. To achieve 

these objectives, USAID is working on 
strengthening country systems through a mix of 
technical and direct assistance with local 
institutions in Ghana.  

USAID’s approach for strengthening systems in 
Ghana has been to support the development plans 
of the sectors where the mission is active, 
including public financial management and audits. 
Anderson stated that, by prioritizing policy efforts 
through country development cooperation 
strategies (CDCS), coordinating with the 
government and other donor systems, and being 
open to learning from the expertise of local 
partners, dependent aid can be eliminated.  

I think what we need to do as we come to a 
policy is we really need to make sure we 
prioritize according to our country 
development strategy, and then make sure 
we harmonize with the government and 
with other donor plans. 

“
”

understand particular country systems well 
enough to identify what the proper combination 
and sequence of strengthening efforts may be. 

Even as there is an emerging consensus within 
USAID on the centrality of CSS, there are a 
number of challenges to moving forward. Garber 
closed his remarks by identifying several of them:  

(1) On one hand, country systems are 
complex and that complexity needs to be 
recognized in guidance. On the other 
hand, however, the guidance itself cannot 
be complex.   

(2) Strengthening country systems supports 
country ownership and sustainability, but 
often takes time. Yet, USAID is expected 
to produce rapid and tangible results that 
often lead progress to by-pass country 
systems.  

(3) Corruption is an inevitable political 
constraint the agency must face when 
working with partners. 
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the ground, since systems ultimately become more 
effective and stronger when the local population 
becomes accountable for them. As such, it is vital 
to invest in the capacity of countries to solve their 
own development challenges by identifying local 
value and strengthening it, rather than by 
defaulting to financial development assistance 
alone. Credit belongs to local partners and USAID 
should reward them with trust and by assisting 
them with the necessary technical assistance so that 
they can use their own systems. According to 
Adams, in order to succeed in making systems 
trustworthy, USAID should empower local 
citizens to demand that their existing systems work 
effectively and deliver results efficiently.  

…if we’re focused on trying to help local 
leaders and governments strengthen 
systems, but we’re not actively investing… 
on trying to help citizens actually demand 
that those systems work and deliver 
results for them, we’re leaving the loop 
incomplete, and we’re making a false 
distinction in our work.  You have to 
complete that loop or you’re not actually 
going to get the results. ”

“

Emmy Simmons (Partnership to Cut Hunger and 
Poverty in Africa) 

Looking backward, Simmons  
noted that development was  
dominated by dichotomies:   
state-led versus market-lead  
economics, authoritarian versus 

democratic politics. For a variety of reasons, these 
simplistic distinctions have given way to a more 
nuanced understanding that accommodates more 
institutional models and recognizes the need 
match institutions to local context. Matching 
institutions to context is taken to an even higher 
level when embracing a systems strengthening 
approach. Looking forward, Simmons argued that 
donors should prioritize those systems that 
essentially address tomorrow’s problems, such as 
food security and climate change.   

Gregory Adams (Oxfam America) 

Adams reinforced the point that
neither USAID nor Oxfam  
strengthen country systems.  
Rather, country systems are  
strengthened by the people on 

◄ Greg Adams makes his remarks during the panel discussion 

Panelists listen as their colleagues, Bill Hammink and Cheryl 
Anderson join the Summit remotely from their respective 
missions in India and Ghana ▼ 
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Day 1 Working Sessions:  Exploring the Experience 

The Day 1 working sessions were organized around three topics:  systems, capacity, and capacity-building lessons. Each theme 
was introduced by summarizing USAID experience though a short, moderated conversation with authors of relevant 
commissioned studies. Small group discussions among Summit participants followed, using a World Café format.  

Ronald Oakerson, Houghton College:  Non-Project 
Assistance 

After summarizing the main points of his paper (see 
Appendix C), Oakerson responded to the two 
questions. With respect to the first, Oakerson noted 
that the “industry structure” approach that forms a part 
of institutional analysis is a versatile concept that has 
been applied to systems as diverse as metropolitan 
policing in the United States and fertilizer and coffee 
marketing in Cameroon. In terms of change agents, 
Oakerson stated that system change relies on building a 
sense of mutual accountability with the donor acting as 
mediator of the reform. The donor is often in an 
excellent position to take on this role, as the donor has 
no fixed responsibility in the reform process. Oakerson 
concluded by stressing the importance of policy 
dialogue. Effective policy dialogue was a common 
feature of the successful non-project assistance 
interventions. In these cases, it represented not only the 
venue for negotiating policy reforms but also a process 
for monitoring implementation and ultimately for 
building the trust that was essential when problems 
arose. So, one key lesson is that policy dialogue must be 
a core element of any CSS project. 

Elizabeth Dunn, Impact LLC:  Market Systems 
Development 

Dunn’s paper reviewed USAID’s experience with 
inclusive value-chain development and the lessons 
learned about facilitating systemic change in markets. 
Dunn explained that the value chain can be analyzed as a 
system with three similar elements to CSS:  1) multiple 
stakeholders, such as firms, NGOs, or governments, 2) 
relationships between these stakeholders (constant 
dialogue), and 3) a business-enabling environment. The 
value chain approach uses systemic thinking at every 
phase of the project cycle. To be sustainable, incentives 
and a clear understanding of the system as a whole are 
needed. In terms of a change agent, the intervention 
strategy in a value chain project should include a 
facilitator whose role is to identify actors that have the 
self-interest to champion change.  

Moderated Conversations  

Two questions served to structure the first moderated 
conversation on systems: 

(1) Each of your papers contains a definition of a system. 
What is that definition and do you think it is 
applicable to all development programming?  

(2) In each of your papers, you referred to a “change 
agent” who is responsible for overseeing the 
transformation of the “system.” Can each of you speak 
to that role and its importance to strengthening 
country systems? Who might be best situated to play 
that role?   

Allan Best, InSource:  Health Systems Strengthening 

Best’s paper focused on health systems, which are 
complex and dynamic. In his paper, he and co-author 
Jessie Saul looked at evidence contributing to successful 
health-systems strengthening efforts and applied the 
lessons learned to CSS. Best and Saul shared some 
“simple rules” gleaned from health systems  
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Three questions formed the basis of the second moderated conversation on capacity:

(1) What programming did you look at and what you see as the connection to country systems? 
(2) In the programming that you reviewed, what do “capacity” and “capacity development” mean? 
(3) Based on your review, what do you see as the most important lessons for country systems strengthening? 

John Gillies, FHI 360:  Human and Organizational Capacity Strengthening 

Gillies’ paper focused on USAID’s experience in human and organizational capacity in the context of systems strengthening 
and explored how capacity building contributes to CSS. He pointed out the following elements as necessary to support 
CSS:  

(1) Recognizing success in improving systems 
(2) Betting on the system by working through localized interventions  
(3) Including donors as a part of the system  
(4) Developing programs for partners and not partners for programs  
(5) Recognizing uncertainty and the non-linear relationship between interventions and results  
(6) Addressing democracy in national systems strengthening  
(7) Developing an operational approach to measure systems strengthening by recognizing that evaluation should go 

beyond specific indicators to consider the bigger development impact  

Gillies felt that the challenge USAID currently faces is that complex systems are unpredictable and there is zero tolerance 
for errors. Therefore, as the Agency develops activities that imply uncertainty, it will be easy to fall into the “comfort zone” 
of smaller more manageable development projects for political and financial reasons. Gilles stressed that USAID must fight 
this urge and focus on truly strengthening systems. 

Allan Best, InSource:  Health Systems Strengthening cont. 

strengthening in low-income countries that can be applied to CSS in general:   

(1) Begin somewhere, since each country creates its own local definition of health systems strengthening according to its 
own unique context, history, culture, and resources.  

(2) Ensure local country ownership and true partnerships that reflect a balance between the needs and goals of the 
donor country and the government.  

(3) Build monitoring and evaluation systems that use performance data to monitor and enforce accountabilities, and 
link resources to results.  

(4) Engage creatively with health systems financing to improve predictability, flow, and use of sector resources.  
(5)  “Know the system” via assessment, evaluation, and engagement of stakeholders, and ensure adequate representation 

of key stakeholders to provide all relevant perspectives on all parts of the system.  
(6) Focus on local infrastructure that supports system-wide capacity for to develop a health workforce.  
(7) Build multi-disciplinary and multi-stakeholder involvement that is central.  
(8) Involve system stakeholder networks to strengthen integration and harmonization of system, which will improve the 

quality and functionality of collaborative partnerships. 
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  Derick W. Brinkerhoff, RTI International:  Public Sector Strengthening  

The donor concern with channeling aid through country systems raises the question of how to strengthen them to achieve 
benefits. Brinkerhoff’s paper gave a retrospective review of USAID efforts to strengthen public administration and identified 
key implications for CSS:  

(1) Institution building—The framework from the 1960s and 1970s illustrates the caveats regarding the limitations of 
training-driven and tool-focused institutional change and recognizes the impact of the environment for CSS.  

(2) Participation and local development—In the mid 1970s, USAID sought to target poor rural majorities by increasing 
community participation and improving sub-national development management. These past findings should be re-
explored as they offer insights for CSS.  

(3) Decentralization—Starting in the late 1970s, USAID sponsored research and technical assistance, which revealed 
that decentralization did not necessarily increase efficiency of development investments. Understanding 
decentralization is key to using country financial and administrative systems, since CSS should ideally be embedded 
in decentralized structures.  

(4) Development management process approaches—CSS aims to build ownership and commitment, which requires 
flexibility to adapt as situations evolve and learning takes place.  

(5) Program management and sustainability—CSS is not a one-shot undertaking, but requires strategic adaptation over 
time.  

(6) Development management and democratic governance—The lessons from successive waves of democratization in 
the 1990s included focusing the democratic governance lens on accountability institutions, which are important to 
address the risks in using country systems. 

The following questions framed the third moderated conversation on lessons in local capacity building: 

(1) Both of you have undertaken examinations of donor efforts to build capacity, especially the capacity of local 
organizations. To begin with, would you briefly describe the scope of your reviews? 

(2) Based on your review, what would you say were the four or five most important lessons to which we should pay 
attention?  

(3) One of the challenges we all face is how to measure capacity and effectiveness of interventions designed to build 
capacity. Based on your reviews, what are your suggestions about possible ways forward? 

Tom Dichter, Development Grants Program:  CSS Lessons from the DGP Global Evaluation 

Dichter’s paper was based on an evaluation of the Development Grants Program and its conclusions that are also applicable 
for CSS. Dichter stated that USAID will need to approach many of its current activities differently in order to work within 
country systems. Additional metrics to select and evaluate direct-funding partners should be created, while giving 
consideration to the context in which local NGOs operate. Programs should be more gradual, experimental, and focused on 
effectiveness, while timelines should be more aligned with the reality of USAID mission cycles and grantee start-ups. 
USAID should consider a two-tiered approach to engage with NGOs, based on their years of experience and size, and 
provide clear guidelines to proposal applicants. Finally, USAID should avoid the excessive use of numerical indicators and 
develop capacity for generating development outcomes and promoting organizational development. 
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Dayna Brown, CDA Collaborative Learning Projects:  Perspectives of Aid Recipients 

Brown stated that USAID must move from an aid delivery system approach to a collaborative one that identifies and 
strengthens existing systems. Brown recommended a number of steps collected during her work with the Listening Project:  

(1) Understand the context of how local systems are interconnected and realize that this understanding can take some 
time.  

(2) Avoid delivering pre-packaged assistance.  
(3) Strengthen local capacity by focusing on effective partnerships and mutual respect. 
(4) Avoid extensive “projectization” and “proceduralization,” which can undermine ownership and participation.  
(5) Ensure that donors feel proprietorship for the project.  
(6) Understand both the formal and informal systems.  
(7) Accept that CSS requires a long-term commitment and long-term coordination between donors and local 

stakeholders in order to truly build capacity. 

World Café Discussions 

After each moderated discussion, participants were encouraged to gather into small groups and answer the following questions:

(1) What has been your own experience supporting country system strengthening? 
(2) What lessons about successful country system strengthening would you draw from the background papers, the 

moderated discussions, and/or your own experience?  

Small group notes from the World Café Discussions 
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Wednesday, November 28 
 
Working Sessions:  Exploring the Experience  
 
 9:00 am Identifying Challenges 
  Presentation and small group exercise facilitated by Tjip Walker (USAID/PPL/LER) to identify key 

challenges from among those raised during Day 1 of the Summit 
(Facilitated by Tjip Walker, USAID/PPL/LER)    

  
 10:30 am Break 
 
 11:00 am Stakeholder Panel  
  Reactions to challenges identified and perspectives on the primary challenges that USAID should bear in 

mind as it develops a strategy to guide its support to country systems 
  (Erin McKee, USAID/Central Asia; Jonathan Glennie, Overseas Development Institute; John Niemeyer, 

USAID/GC; David Ostermeyer, USAID/CFO) 
 
 12:00 pm Lunch 
 
 1:00 pm Prioritizing and Addressing Challenges  
  Small groups’ work on priority challenges identified to consider how they can best be addressed 
 
 2:15 pm Report-Outs 
 
 3:00 pm Break 

 

Closing Sessions:  Charting the Way Forward  
 
 3:30 pm  Reflections on Summit Discussions and Outcomes 
 Recap of Summit sessions, continuing themes, and preliminary conclusions plus observations from 

Agency staff and key stakeholders  
 (Tjip Walker, USAID/PPL/LER; Larry Cooley, Management Sciences International; Laura Pavlovic, 

USAID/DCHA; Kari Diener, Mercy Corps; Karen Cavanaugh, USAID/GH) 
 
 4:15 pm Executive Panel 
  Reaction and comments from Agency senior leadership 
  (Don Steinberg, USAID/DA; Susan Reichle, USAID/PPL; Greg Gottlieb, USAID/BFS; Glen Anders, 

USAID/E3; Nancy Lindborg, USAID/DCHA; Ariel Pablo-Mendes, USAID/GH; Maura O’Neill, 
USAID/IDEA) 

 
 5:00 pm Closing  
  (Larry Garber, USAID/PPL) 
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EXPERIENCE DISTILLED  
These are the main insights to emerge from the Working Sessions on Day 1 and the start of Day 2. 

Strengthening Country Systems 

Adopting and elevating an inclusive approach to country systems that focuses on strengthening makes sense 
for three reasons.  First, adopting a multi-faceted approach to strengthening country systems may provide a 
way to recast what is now is often seen as a binary, either-or choice between use and strengthening into a 
more nuanced conversation about how use of country processes is one of a number of systems-strengthening 
tools. Second, systems strengthening seems a good fit with the current development environment that 
emphasizes sustainability and country ownership, and recognizes the proliferation of development assistance 
providers, as well as tightening donor budgets. Third, CSS does provide an important complement to the 
USAID Forward reform agenda.   

Thinking Systemically 

One of the most exciting aspects of USAID’s emerging CSS approach is the incorporation of systems 
thinking, which explicitly treats country systems as complex systems with the adaptive and emergent 
properties that this entails. That said, USAID faces a challenging task in figuring out how to leverage the 
power of systems thinking without contributing to the existing confusion about how to engage country 
systems.   

Analyzing Country Systems 

Adopting a systems-strengthening approach puts a premium on understanding a particular system, the 
actors within it, and the context that affects it. A number of analytical tools were proposed that could 
contribute to this understanding, including institutional analysis, political economy analysis, value chain 
analysis, and social network analysis. Whatever the tool(s) used, it is important to understand the incentives 
facing system actors, as well as to have ways to assess the resilience and sustainability of a system. Finally, it 
is important to capture key information from informal systems. 

Engaging Country Systems Politically 

Participants stressed that engaging in country systems has both political and technical components, and that 
USAID (and other aid providers) must be willing to engage politically through sustained policy dialogue. 
Such policy dialogue is critical to developing common understanding of policy constraints, agreeing on 
system strengthening measures, and—most importantly—building the trust with key stakeholders that is 
essential to country ownership. Analysis can help provide a foundation for engagement (for example, 
understanding the political economy and the balance of state and societal roles), but ultimately policy 
dialogue is built on (often time-consuming) personal communication. It is also important to note that as  
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soon as donors engage with a country system they indeed become a part of it and should work to understand 
their role in coordination and partnership with other players. In thinking about donor roles in country systems, 
two possibilities were emphasized:  1) focus primarily on reinforcing the accountability features of a given 
system, and 2) take on the role of a systems facilitator, which may be particularly important, given that the 
system is unlikely to have an automatic domestic constituency as its advocate or watchdog.   

Engaging Country Systems Technically 

Engaging country systems as systems requires appreciating their inherent complexity, but this complexity should 
not become an excuse for inaction. First, there are a number of examples where USAID and its partners have 
engaged effectively in systems strengthening, so clearly it can be done. Second, applying systems thinking does 
not necessarily entail working on all parts of a system at the same time. Indeed, there was general agreement that 
the “simple rule” that emerges from health systems strengthening—“begin somewhere, but begin”—could be 
applied more generally. Third, there is opportunity to distill good practice from past and present CSS efforts. 
Initial priorities include guidance on system facilitation, identifying system blockage and key leverage points, and 
identifying and nurturing key system change agents. At the same time, it is important that any programming 
guidance be integrated into USAID’s program cycle.  

Monitoring and Evaluating Country Systems 

Accommodating the adaptive and emergent properties of country systems will require augmenting the 
traditional suite of monitoring and evaluation methods, which tend to assume linear causality. Although a 
number of promising methods have been offered, including developmental evaluation, realist evaluation, and 
systematic evaluation, more work will be needed to distill these approaches into field guidance. Whatever the 
approach taken, it seems clear that it will rely more heavily on qualitative methods, such as storytelling, than on 
quantitative indicators. The challenge is how to help stakeholders understand that qualitative measures can be 
rigorous. Working with adaptive systems requires vigilant monitoring that can recognize unexpected results 
rapidly and provide a basis for adjusting interventions.  

Aligning the Business Model 

Embracing a CSS development model alters the roles and responsibilities of USAID field staff, requiring more 
direct engagement with system actors, both governmental and non-governmental. This shift in roles and 
responsibilities is already being felt with the increasing emphasis on direct grants and contracts. If the Agency 
wants to proceed further down this road, a serious re-examination of roles and responsibilities across the missions 
will be critical, including the responsibilities of program officers, technical officers, contracts officers, and legal 
advisers. In addition, field staff will need to deepen their “soft skills,” such as change management, negotiation, 
and organizational development. The emphasis that CSS places on developing deep country knowledge and   
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STRENGTHENING COUNTRY SYSTEMS 

EXPERIENCE SUMMIT: DAY 2 

Working Sessions:  Exploring 
the Experience 

During Day 2 of the Summit, participants drilled 
down into their collective experience to round out 
the insights that surfaced during the various 
discussions on Day 1 and to prioritize them The 
prioritization exercise produced six topics that 
formed the basis for another round of small 
groups, this time focused on providing 
recommendations to USAID on how best to 
address these challenges.  

▲ Participants discuss the following six prioritized challenges: 

strong personal relationships argues for longer tours for expatriate staff or at least re-examining the roles of expatriate 
and national staff. Finally, to address the challenge of CSS with business model alignment, assistance and contract 
mechanisms within USAID will need to be adjusted to allow increased flexibility and provide greater attention to 

   capacity development.

  Reaching Out 

   To support its CSS efforts, USAID will need to undertake robust outreach to key domestic and   
   international stakeholders. For some stakeholders, such as USAID’s implementing partners, this outreach 
   should be in the form of ongoing consultation to continue sharing experiences. For others, such as the 
   Department of State, the Millennium Challenge Corporation, and other members of the interagency, the 
   focus is how to support CSS as a coordinated whole-of-government effort. Simple messages with clear   
   objectives around CSS will need to be developed and customized for different stakeholder audiences. 

Strengthening versus 
Using Country 

Systems

Analyzing Country 
Systems

Integrating a Systems 
Approach into the 

Program Cycle

Adapting Monitoring 
and Evaluation 
Approaches

Aligning Business 
Models to Systems 
and Building Skills in 

the Workforce

Communicating 
Strategically with Key 

Stakeholders
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Challenge 1:  Strengthening versus Using Country Systems 

An important distinction should be made between strengthening country systems and using (or working 
within) country systems for more effective development. It is also important to highlight that country systems 
can be strengthened in more ways than just financially. Aligning resources can encompass strategic assistance 
or other forms of assistance.  

USAID must realize that not all countries will want help in strengthening their systems. Some may only want 
help in certain areas. Where should the money go and who is being empowered by this money? It is critical to 
look at smaller parts of the system to determine where to work versus which parts to leave alone. 
Communication is key to CSS and goes beyond developing an Agency strategy. Approaches to CSS should be 
communicated to a variety of different stakeholders, including the US Congress, the international community, 
the private sector, other donors, etc. Communication of objectives and goals to these stakeholders will 
ultimately build pressure to deliver results.  

Challenge 2:  Analyzing Country Systems

In order to incorporate CSS into program design and implementation, USAID and its partners will need to 
analyze and understand the major components of various systems at work within an operating environment. 
Systems are broad, complex, and context specific, and involve a large number of stakeholders beyond 
government. Analyses of systems should be undertaken in conjunction with other stakeholders, including local 
counterparts and donors, so that a variety of different players can utilize and update the analysis moving 
forward. However, before any new analyses are undertaken, USAID should revisit what analyses are already 
being completed as part of program design and implementation.  

When thinking through CSS, USAID should establish comparable concepts for analyzing systems, including 
clarifying definitions and minimum standards for political economy analysis. CSS should be incorporated into 
product design at the project level and funds must be allocated for this activity. In conjunction with other 
stakeholders, determining what parts of the system to concentrate on should occur early in the process to 
ensure that the analysis is reasonable within a set timeframe and budget. Following this, specific guidelines for 
the analysis should be created, in addition to training the staff who will be undertaking this activity. 

Challenge 3:  Integrating a Systems Approach into the Program Cycle

The program cycle can help facilitate the integration of a systems approach into the USAID business model. In 
order to do this, systems thinking must be built into project design and executed throughout the course of the 
project. Although CDCSs are already developed based on the national development strategy, how can these 
strategies be integrated further into existing country systems? Dialogues with host countries and other key 
stakeholders are key to ensuring that CDCSs are developed with a thorough understanding of the country 
system. However, field staff needs guidance on who should engage in this type of dialogue and how to conduct 
it. Systems thinking needs not only be reflected in country strategies and guidance but also in the job descript-
tions of staff engaging in these activities. The new broader design structure of projects within the program 
cycle also can accommodate a systems approach:  "one" project can support multiple activities and benefitting 
organizations, all aimed at strengthening parts of a system. Finally, the current timeframe of CDCSs needs to 
be re-examined since five years is too short to affect lasting changes that can strengthen systems.  
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Challenge 5:  Aligning Business Models to Systems and Building Skills in the 
Workforce  

In order to better align existing business models and build skills that will support CSS, USAID will first need to 
more clearly define its desired outcomes and impacts of CSS. Following this, the Agency should identify the 
skills necessary for CSS. Ideally, if USAID focuses more strategically on CSS, it will shift from technical training 
to organizational capacity-development training that focuses on larger organizations, as opposed to individuals 
within the organization. Once training needs have been identified, USAID should re-examine how they are 
communicated to current USAID staff, as well as how they are integrated into future requests for proposals. 
Ultimately, in order to make effective change in a system, an organizationís institutional knowledge base needs 
to be preserved, which has implications for a number of items, including project timelines and length of staff 
assignments. Since most USAID staff is currently project-based, USAID should examine different staff 
categories and mechanisms to evaluate how they might be adjusted to better impact CSS. 

USAID should also increase collaboration with various stakeholders involved in CSS to look at the entire system 
together, agree on goals and outcomes, and share knowledge. USAID should re-examine its position as a 
donor versus a partner that is also a part of the country system. Missions that successfully implement skill 
development programs should be identified and peer assists should be scheduled so that the lessons learned 
can be passed onto other missions. USAID staff should be given the opportunity to expand their skills beyond 

Challenge 4:  Adapting Monitoring and Evaluation Approaches

A focus on CSS will require a shift in thinking from traditional monitoring and evaluation (M&E) approaches. 
When creating program and policy guidance, USAID needs to be clear on key concepts and definitions related 
to CSS and also needs to determine what types of outcomes it would like to see achieved through CSS. 
Success, as well as failure, should be redefined to focus on outcomes and impact over a longer period of time, 
as opposed to shorter-term project-bound outputs. Indicators developed for CSS should be less dependent on 
USAID and personnel shifts within the Agency, and more in tune with the goals and structure of the national 
system. Indicators also need to be flexible, taking into account that, as systems and targets shift, indicators will 
have to shift to reflect these changes.  

Outcome mapping and collaboration with stakeholders will be crucial to developing M&E plans for CSS to 
determine visions of success and failure. USAID will need to work with partners and other players in the 
system, not only during the project design process but also throughout the span of USAIDís involvement in a 
country. Partners must be willing to collaborate beyond the project level to understand the larger systems 
operating within a national or regional context. As USAID develops guidance for CSS, it would be extremely 
helpful to include tools on how to identify key players within a system. 

Although the ultimate goal of CSS is to affect entire systems, they are much too complex and dynamic for 
change of this sort to happen over a short period of time. USAID will need to prioritize and focus on specific 
parts of a system to ultimately invest in long-term impact. Prototypes (not pilots) and demonstration projects 
should be implemented in selected communities to test program and policy guidance. If successful models are 
implemented and identified, lessons learned and best practices can then be adapted and expanded to other 
communities.  
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Challenge 5 cont. 

their technical niche to understand cross-sectoral approaches necessary for CSS. Assessments should be more 
broad-based and include technical staff from other sectors to identify similarities and opportunities for 
linkages. Trainings designed for host-country capacity development should also be given to mission staff, so 
that everyone understands the various parts of the system. Finally, feedback loops and learning opportunities 
should be developed to ensure that knowledge flows between missions and stakeholders, as well as within 
USAID. 

Challenge 6: Communicating Strategically with Key Stakeholders  

In order to successfully implement CSS in its programs, USAID will need to strategically communicate key 
messages to a variety of different stakeholders. Stakeholders should ideally represent the multiplicity of actors 
involved in CSS, including, host-country governments, partners, other US government agencies, the US 
Congress, local organizations, other donors, the private sector, and USAID staff (specifically mission and field 
staff). 

Communication with stakeholders should be inclusive and proactive with the goal of not only providing updates 
on USAID activities but also soliciting feedback on initiatives and approaches. Messaging around CSS needs to 
be clear and should demonstrate how CSS fits into broader USAID goals and strategies, such as the aid 
effectiveness agenda and USAID Forward. The concept of CSS must be unpacked and simplified with tailored 
messages for different stakeholders. Above all, messaging should always come back to impact and results with 
process included as an integral part (but not all) of the message. How does CSS fit into the larger vision of US 
foreign assistance and why does it matter? Ultimately, CSS matters because, if integrated effectively, it can 
help positively impact peopleís lives around the world.  

USAID should ideally start its messaging around CSS internally, particularly focusing on staff in the field. 
Effective messaging will involve the participation of the entire Agency (not just senior management) and, in 
order to do this, USAID employees need to clearly understand CSS and how it fits into the overall vision for 
USAID. Externally, USAID should engage in regular meetings with partners to discuss current strategies and to 
obtain feedback on what is working and what is not. Stakeholders on Capitol Hill are another key audience 
that should be involved. USAID should proactively schedule strategic meetings with members of Congress to 
show examples of results and impact of foreign aid assistance. Particularly critical to the discussion around 
CSS, USAID should clearly explain how it is integral to effective foreign aid assistance and discuss best 
practices and lessons learned from government-to-government approaches in the past. Communicating key 
messages around CSS to local groups, organizations, and government officials in the field is essential for 
effective programming. USAID should talk about current strategies, reforms, policies, and opportunities for 
local engagement in country development strategies. Washington and other US stakeholders would 
particularly benefit from increased visits to the field to see firsthand successful examples of program design 
and implementation that incorporate CSS. Finally, USAID should continue to work with external agencies, such 
as the Advisory Council on Foreign Voluntary Assistance, the Partnership Council, and the Global Development 
Council, to communicate its messaging around CSS and gain support. 
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Closing Sessions: Charting the Way 
Forward 

Reflections on Summit Discussions 
and Outcome  

The work conducted during both days of the 
Summit was summarized in several ways.  First, 
Tjip Walker captured several of the main themes 
to emerge in the form of several headlines. 
Then, four individuals asked to serve as 
“sponges” throughout the event shared their 
observations based on what they had “soaked 
up” during the two days. These reflections were 
presented to the eight-member executive panel 
of senior USAID managers, who then offered 
their thoughts on CSS and how this approach 
might be integrated into Agency policy and 
program guidance moving forward. 

Main Themes 

1. Summit gathers a thousand years of 
experience:  The participants in the Summit 
represented enormous collective experience and 
that experience was evident in the richness of 

the discussions.  

2. It is the verbs that count:  The distinction 
between stressing “use” of country systems 
and “strengthening” country systems provided 
an important backdrop, even as the 
participants gravitated to a strengthening 
approach that includes—but does not rely 

exclusively on—use.  

4. Paradigm shift or turn of the screw:  In 
some sense, the current emphasis on systems 
strengthening is a return to approaches that 
USAID has utilized in the past. But, at the 
same time, there are some new elements, 
including an emphasis on systems thinking. 
Will the result be something new and 
powerful that will fundamentally reshape 
development practice or will it be yet another 

in a long line of temporary fads? 

5. Country systems is a silo buster…or at 
least we hope so:  CSS provides a construct 
that has the potential to build important 
connections between work that focuses on 
health systems strengthening and market 

system development. 

6. Complexity does not mean impossibility:  
While systems are complex and adaptive, 
strengthening them is not impossible, especially 
if the Agency starts small, addressing some 

components and scaling up. 

7. Strengthening systems requires changes in 
our business model:  Supporting systems 
strengthening requires that field staff possess a 
different skill set than they have at present. 
Elevating CSS will thus require attention to a 
number of organizational and staff development 

issues. 

3. USAID needs more effective outreach:  
USAID needs to engage with various 
stakeholders more intentionally, more openly, 

and more frequently. 
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Larry Cooley, Management Sciences 
International  

Cooley acknowledged that it is hard to know 
a cycle from a trend, especially when one is in 
the middle of it. USAID is at an interesting 
moment, where it has a strong comparative 
advantage in certain areas, such as 
accountability systems, that actually involve 
strengthening systems. The Agency also has 
an advantage in helping countries that are 
emerging from conflict situations and similar 
circumstances, where the emphasis on 
development goes beyond primarily financial. 
Cooley felt that USAID should move from 
acknowledging and understanding complexity 
to acting in a complex world with the 
willingness to invest in systems as a first step.  

 

 

 

 

Reflections on Summit Discussions 
and Outcome cont. 

So somewhere very quickly we 
need to go from understanding 
complexity or acknowledging 
complexity to acting in a complex 
world.” 

Laura Pavlovich, USAID/DCHA 

Pavlovich asked for what purpose USAID is 
strengthening systems. Ultimately, it is about 
governments delivering services transparently, 
accountably, and effectively. The challenge, 
however, is how to get there. Pavlovich felt 
that, first, it is important to understand the 
political context(s) in which USAID operates. 
Second, in the context of accountability, 
USAID must not lose sight of its beneficiaries, 

Pavlovich cont.

since they should inform development 
approaches, as well as hold partner countries 
accountable for the quality of the services 
delivered. Third, the Agency must realize that 
strengthening country systems requires 
trusting them and investing in them. Finally, 
USAID must look at strengthening country 
systems along a continuum of development 
and make sure to document and process 
lessons learned. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I think it’s critical to think about
[the] concepts of accountability
but also responsiveness and not to
lose sight of the ultimate
beneficiaries of our work,
obviously the citizens who both
should be informing the
approaches and holding the
partner countries accountable for
the quality and effectiveness of the
services that are being delivered. 

Kari Diener, Mercy Corps 

Diener suggested that USAID needs to move 
away from linear thinking and embrace an 
interactive programming approach to respond 
to emerging needs, where failures are 
recognized and seen as teaching moments. 
USAID should also look into providing 
incentives to bring new stakeholders to the 
table, including universities and social 
networks. Projectization of local ownership 
must be tackled with inclusive dialogue and  
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Executive Panel  

At the end of the Summit, senior leaders shared 
their reactions and thoughts on a CSS approach 
for USAID. A commitment to policy and program 
guidance around CSS was also reinforced by all 
members of the panel during this session. Panel 
members represented a cross-section of leadership 
from USAID bureaus and offices, and included 
Don Steinberg (USAID/DA), Susan Reichle 
(USAID/PPL), Nancy Lindborg (USAID/ 
DCHA), Greg Gottlieb (USAID/BFS), Maura 
O’Neill (USAID/IDEA), Glen Anders 
(USAID/E3), and Ariel Pablo-Mendes 
(USAID/GH). Larry Garber (USAID/PPL) 
moderated this session.  

Panel members agreed that USAID does not have 
a monopoly on good ideas and will need to adjust 
its collaboration with its partners to truly tackle 
development with a systems approach. Today, 
country partners are demanding control over their 
own development path. Although the US 
government has authorized the highest level of 
development assistance ($30 billion from the US 
government with 60 percent coming from 
USAID), this amount is still less than the $36 
billion provided by civil society organizations, 
churches, universities, and remittances sent to 
developing countries. Regardless whether CSS is a 
trend or a cycle, panel members felt that progress 
had been made in unpacking the concept. For 
example, there is now a more in-depth 

Diener cont. 

the recognition that donors are part of the 
system, whether they like it or not. Being a 
part of the system can be advantageous, 
though, since donors can serve an important 
facilitation role. 

 

 

 

…donors are part of the system
whether or not they like it or not.
And so we need to turn the
mirror around and look at donors
as part of the system. 

 

Karen Cavanaugh, USAID/GH  

Cavanaugh felt that USAID must avoid small-
scale development projects and should instead 
look at projects in the context of a larger 
system. However, she felt that CSS should not 
focus on the entire system at once, but should 

Cavanaugh cont. 

look where USAID and partners might have a 
comparative advantage in the context of a 
country’s needs. One of USAID’s advantages 
could be improving the availability of 
information so countries can actively 
participate in feedback loops. USAID must 
also focus on exit strategies while continuously 
engaging in the capture and dissemination of 
key lessons learned with primary stakeholders 
to aid in a clear transition.  

 The fact that you have a systems 
approach doesn’t mean you take 
on the whole system.  It means 
that you look at the whole system, 
understand the whole system, and 
then you start somewhere – where 
you have a comparative advantage, 
where the country has the greatest 
interest in support, but start 
somewhere.” 
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understanding that systems strengthening is an 
inclusive process and that donors are part of the 
system. Thus, USAID should identify its 
comparative advantage by picking a component of 
a given system where it has technical expertise, 
harmonize with other stakeholders, and jump into 
action to fill in the gaps. Constant policy dialogue 
to understand the needs in the field and 
investment in accountability systems will enable 
the Agency to work in partnership while taking 
manageable risks.  

CSS involves being inclusive, breaking down the 
silos that stakeholders operate within, and 
engaging in public-private partnerships. The 
USAID Forward initiative embodies this idea, but 
needs to be more strategically and more clearly 
communicated to partners. This will require 
increased outreach efforts by the entire Agency. 

Panel members pointed out that CSS also requires
having a clear exit strategy for the design, 
implementation, and evaluation of programs 
working within systems. Effective CSS involves 
measurable capacity building and not pre-
packaged assistance. It also requires an 
understanding of all the existing systems and how 
they interact with one another. Most importantly, 
strengthening country systems requires trust in the 
use of the systems with fast verification. 

The Experience Summit was a first step toward 
on-going collaboration to identify the best 
practices and lessons learned in strengthening 
country systems among USAID and its partners. 
The lessons learned from the Summit—and from 
consultations going forward—will be utilized in 
the development of USAID policy and program 
guidance that is supported by Agency leadership. 

Larry Garber led the Executive Panel as senior leaders 
shared their  thoughts on a CSS approach for USAID ▼ 

[Country system strengthening is] about relationships, about 
whole of society and how we sit down and actually design our 
projects that take into account all of those different elements 
so that we can really move forward on organizational 
institutional change... 

Susan Reichle, Assistant Administrator for USAID/PPL
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“THIS IS A BRAVE NEW WORLD THAT WE’RE DEALING WITH AND WE’RE 

ALL GOING TO HAVE TO WORK TOGETHER TO FIGURE OUT OUR SPECIFIC 

ROLES IN THIS.”  

DON STEINBERG, USAID DEPUTY ADMINISTRATOR

 

“UNTIL WE’RE ABLE TO GET AT THOSE FUNDAMENTAL FRAGILITIES AND 

VULNERABILITY TO SHOCKS WE CAN’T MOVE FORWARD AND, TO MOVE 

FORWARD WE NEED TO HAVE THIS SYSTEMS APPROACH.”  

NANCY LINDBORG, ASSISTANT ADMINISTRATOR FOR USAID/DCHA

 

“…IF WE TALK ABOUT SYSTEMS, PARTICULARLY FOR AID, BUT FOR ALL OF 

US WHO ARE INVOLVED IN DEVELOPMENT, IT’S LISTENING AND IT’S 

SITTING DOWN WITH PEOPLE WHO WE DON’T NORMALLY SIT DOWN 

WITH.  IT’S THOSE GROUPS WHO OFTEN DON’T HAVE A SEAT AT THE 

TABLE, WHETHER THEY’RE MARGINALIZED GROUPS OR VULNERABLE 

COMMUNITIES, OR THOSE WHO JUST HAVE NEVER BEEN ABLE TO BE PART 

OF THE PROCESS.”  

SUSAN REICHLE, ASSISTANT ADMINISTRATOR FOR USAID/PPL
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APPENDIX A:  STRENGTHENING COUNTRY SYSTEMS 

EXPERIENCE SUMMIT:  OVERVIEW 

USAID is sponsoring a two-day Experience Summit on “Strengthening Country Systems,” November 27-28 
in Washington, DC. The Summit will bring together USAID staff and partners to examine past and present 
efforts to strengthen country systems and to distill the lessons and identify the challenges that USAID should 
bear in mind as it develops policy and program guidance to guide its support to country systems. 

The Experience Summit and the guidance to follow will bring together two strands of development practice 
and chart a common way forward. One strand encompasses USAID’s programming, motivated by our long-
standing commitment to aid effectiveness and promoting country ownership, currently exemplified by 
USAID’s implementation and procurement reforms. The other strand embraces efforts across the Agency to 
approach development more systematically—to think, for example, of health care delivery in terms of health 
systems or food production in terms of agricultural market systems, and to design development projects that 
seek to improve the performance of the system as a whole. A systems approach shares a focus with more 
traditional interventions on building the capacity of the constituent elements of a system—capacities within 
governments to mobilize funding and provide policy direction; capacities within government units, private 
sector firms and non-governmental organizations to provide quality services; capacities of individuals to use 
services effectively and wisely; and capacities of governmental and non-governmental bodies to provide 
oversight and ensure accountability. A systems approach also addresses the capacity of all constituent elements 
to engage effectively. 

Thinking of country systems this way certainly adds a level of complexity to development programming, but 
it also increases the likelihood that development investments will lead to sustained improvements in results. 
Merging a systems approach with current efforts to promote aid effectiveness provides a stronger conceptual 
foundation for supporting country ownership, government-to-government assistance and local capacity 
development.  

The Experience Summit is born out of a recognition that, while the articulation of a comprehensive approach 
to strengthening country systems may be new, a large body of past and present work experience exists. 
Certainly contemporary initiatives centered on health systems strengthening and market systems development 
are germane. Similarly, past work to promote effective public management and to implement policy reform 
through non-project assistance seem relevant. Papers summarizing each of these areas of experience will serve 
as one input into the Summit. 

However, the accumulated experience of USAID staff and implementing partners is another important source 
to tap. Consequently, we have designed the Summit to maximize opportunities for participants to share their 
experiences and to build consensus on the most important lessons. USAID will then consider these inputs in 
developing policy and program guidance for strengthening country systems over the next few months.
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APPENDIX B:  SPEAKER BIOGRAPHIES 

GREGORY ADAMS 

Gregory Adams directs Oxfam America’s advocacy work on aid effectiveness and reform of U.S. foreign aid 
and development policy. He works with allied organizations and individuals to generate momentum for 
foreign aid and development policy reforms that are driven by a long-term commitment to effectively reduce 
poverty. Prior to Oxfam America, Adams spent more than 10 years working for members of the U.S. House 
of Representatives, covering national security and foreign affairs issues. He served as legislative director for 
Representative Diane E. Watson of Los Angeles. In this role, he helped craft Watson’s positions on the 
Millennium Challenge Corporation and other dimensions of U.S. foreign aid. Adams has given briefings and 
presentations at venues including the United Nations, U.S. Department of State, USAID, and American 
University. In addition, he has also briefed Members of Congress on aid effectiveness issues and recently sat 
on an anti-corruption panel at the 14th Annual International Anti-Corruption Conference in Bangkok. 

CHERYL ANDERSON 

Cheryl Anderson was sworn in as Mission Director for USAID/Ghana in 2009. Prior to her appointment, 
Anderson was the director of the USAID East Africa Regional Mission in Kenya beginning in June 2006. 
Anderson also served as Deputy Mission Director for USAID/East Africa from 2004 to 2006. Her experience 
in Africa began in Ghana as a Peace Corps volunteer, where she taught math and French at Archbishop Porter 
Girls’ High School in Takoradi from 1981 to 1983. Since joining USAID as a Foreign Service Officer in 
1988, Anderson has worked in USAID Missions in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Uganda, Sudan, and 
Kenya. She also served as the Deputy Director in the East Asia Office at USAID headquarters in Washington 
DC. Anderson received a Bachelor of Arts degree in International Relations from Colgate University in 
Hamilton, New York and a Master of Science in International Development Management from American 
University in Washington, DC. 

ALLAN BEST 

Dr. Allan Best is Managing Partner for InSource, a Vancouver-based health services and population health 
research group with expertise in knowledge translation and exchange, systems thinking, and communications. 
InSource serves health systems decision makers at the regional, provincial and national levels, offering 
innovative “whole systems” research, planning, and evaluation tools to support large-scale organizational 
change. Best also is Associate Scientist in the Centre for Clinical Epidemiology and Evaluation, Vancouver 
Coastal Health Research Institute in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada. His research focuses on systems 
thinking and organizational change creating the teams, models, structures and tools that foster effective 
knowledge to action for health policy and programs that improve the health of the population. He was elected 
Fellow for outstanding research contribution by the Canadian Academy of Health Sciences, Canadian 
Psychological Association, Society of Behavioral Medicine, American Psychological Association, and 
American Academy for Health Behavior. 
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DERICK W. BRINKERHOFF 

Dr. Derick W. Brinkerhoff is Distinguished Fellow in International Public Management with RTI 
International (Research Triangle Institute) and a specialist in policy implementation, strategic management, 
democracy and governance, decentralization, civil society and NGOs, post-conflict reconstruction, and 
organizational change. He has worked with public agencies, NGOs, the U.S. military, and the private sector 
across a broad range of development sectors in 30 countries and has undertaken long-term and short-term 
assignments in a number of fragile and conflict-affected states. He was the health governance team leader for 
USAID's Health Systems 20/20 Project for six years, and is currently health governance advisor for the RTI's 
Health Financing and Governance project and the Health Policy Project. Previously, he was a Principal Social 
Scientist at Abt Associates for ten years, where he spearheaded the research program of USAID's 
Implementing Policy Change Project and worked on health sector reform under USAID's Partners for Health 
Reform project. 

DAYNA BROWN 

Dayna Brown is the Director of The Listening Program at CDA Collaborative Learning Projects, which 
undertook a systematic effort to listen to over 6,000 people in 20 countries to understand the cumulative 
effects of assistance efforts on their communities and societies. She co-authored a forthcoming book 
summarizing the findings called “Time to Listen: Hearing from People on the Receiving End of International 
Aid.” Prior to joining CDA in 2006, she worked for Mercy Corps as a Senior Program Officer for Civil 
Society and Conflict Management in Washington, DC and managed economic development, peace-building, 
and NGO development programs in Indonesia and Kosovo. In 1998-99, she served as a Humanitarian Affairs 
Liaison with the U.S. Kosovo Diplomatic Observer Mission and worked with USAID/OTI in Kosovo. 
Brown began her career in international development as a Peace Corps Volunteer in Kenya from 1992-94 and 
then worked with Habitat for Humanity in Kenya and Tanzania. 

CYNTHIA CLAPP-WINCEK 

Cynthia Clapp-Wincek has been the Director of the Office Learning Evaluation and Research in the Bureau 
for Policy, Planning and Learning since April 2011. She has 30 years of experience in strategic planning, 
performance monitoring, and evaluation of U.S. foreign assistance programs. Her career has been split 
between the Federal Government and independent consulting. Clapp-Wincek began her career in the 
Evaluation Office of USAID and ended as the Evaluation Officer for the Africa Bureau, having led the 
creation of USAID’s first country impact reporting system. After several years as an independent consultant 
working to build planning and M&E capacities within the U.S. Government and with multilateral 
organizations, she joined the Department of State in 2004. She first served as the Director of the Program and 
Budget Office for the Assistance Coordinator for Europe and Eurasia, followed by the Senior Metrics Advisor 
in the Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization. 
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TOM DICHTER 

Tom Dichter’s career in international development spans 48 years, having lived and/or worked in over 60 
developing countries on 4 continents. He was a Peace Corps Volunteer in Morocco in the early 60s, and 
much later, a Peace Corps Country Director in Yemen. He was a vice president of TechnoServe, a program 
officer at the Aga Khan Foundation, a researcher on development issues for the Hudson Institute, and a 
member of a “beltway bandit.” He also has experience as a micro-entrepreneur, having run a cabinet-making 
business for three years in the early 1970s, a business which failed. Since 1994, he has consulted or worked 
directly for many agencies and organizations, including the UNDP, IFAD, USAID, the Asian Development 
Bank, the Austrian and Philippine governments, ActionAid, Shorebank Corp., and the BASIX group in India. 
From 1994-2005, he consulted approximately half time for the World Bank. He is on the Editorial Advisory 
Board of the Enterprise Development and Microfinance Journal. 

DIRK WILLEM DIJKERMAN 

Dirk Dijkerman currently serves at the OECD as a Special Advisor on OECD Development Strategy, helping 
to mainstream development across the organization. Previously, he served as the U.S. Government Delegate 
to the Development Assistance Committee (DAC). In this capacity, he co-led an international effort to 
increase the use and quality of country systems by donors and partner countries. In USAID/Washington, he 
has served as acting Assistant Administrator for the Bureau for Democracy, Conflict and Humanitarian 
Assistance, Chief Operating Officer in the Office of the Director of United States Foreign Assistance, and 
Deputy Assistant Administrator in USAID’s former bureaus for policy and planning and for Asia and Near 
East affairs. Overseas, he has served as Mission Director in the Republic of South Africa, Rwanda, and 
REDSO/ESA, where he was responsible for technical and administrative support to bilateral USAID 
programs in Eastern and Southern Africa. He retired from USAID as a Career Minister in 2012. 

ELIZABETH DUNN 

Dr. Elizabeth Dunn has over 20 years of experience designing evaluations and leading research on low-income 
households and factors affecting their participation in market systems. She has worked on projects related to 
micro- and small enterprise development, smallholder agriculture, inclusive value chain development and 
microfinance. As a thought leader in the evaluation of inclusive market systems, Dunn uses concepts from 
complex adaptive systems (CAS) and social network analysis as an analytical framework for evaluating the 
evidence from inclusive value chain development projects and improving understanding of the factors 
affecting smallholder participation, value creation and value capture in regional and global market systems. 
Dunn was a major contributor to USAID’s work on value chain development under the AMAP project. She 
provided technical leadership for a wide variety of evaluations, including a longitudinal, mixed-method 
evaluation of the effectiveness of USAID's GMED project in India and served as Technical Director for core 
impact assessments under USAID's AIMS project. 
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LARRY GARBER 

Larry Garber is Deputy Assistant Administrator in the Bureau of Policy Planning and Learning (PPL) at 
USAID, where he supervises the Offices of Science & Technology and Learning Evaluation and Research. 
From October 2010-July 2011, Garber was detailed to the Africa Bureau, where he served as the Agency 
point person for the Referendum on Southern Sudan independence, and supervised the Offices Southern 
African Affairs and Development Planning. Garber was a senior policy-maker for USAID in Washington 
from 1993-99, including serving nine months as the Acting Assistant Administrator for the Bureau of Policy 
and Program Coordination. Prior to that, Garber served as Director of USAID’s West Bank and Gaza 
Mission. Before rejoining USAID in 2009, Garber served as the Chief Executive Officer of the New Israel 
Fund. Garber teaches as an adjunct at the Washington College of Law and has written extensively on issues 
relating to human rights, democratization, election monitoring, and Palestinian political and economic 
development. 

JOHN GILLIES 

John Gillies is the Director of FHI 360's education practice. He has over 35 years of experience in 
international development, including as a Peace Corps Volunteer, USAID Foreign Service officer, consultant, 
researcher, and technical specialist. He has been an adviser to donors and national officials in numerous 
countries on education policy, program design, management, evaluation, and strategic planning. From 2003-
2010, he was the director of the USAID Education Quality Improvement Program 2 (EQUIP2) and led a 
consortium of 15 universities, NGOs, and consulting firms in conducting policy research and advocacy for 
improving education policy, systems, and management. Prior to his work with FHI 360 and AED, Gillies ran 
a consulting firm with diverse clients ranging from USAID, Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), community 
development agencies, and various international NGOs. In the early 1980s, he was a Foreign Service Officer 
and served as Project Development Officer in USAID/Honduras. 

JONATHAN GLENNIE 

Jonathan Glennie is a Senior Research Fellow at Overseas Development Institute and has 13 years experience 
as a policy adviser, practitioner, researcher, and writer on international development. Glennie was hired by 
ODI in 2010 to lead the development and delivery of a portfolio of research, policy advice, and public 
engagement on the future of aid and development cooperation. Policy work has included engagements with 
the OECD, UNDP, UNDCF, USAID, DFID, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the Commonwealth 
Secretariat, and a wide variety of official, academic, and civil society entities across the world. Before joining 
ODI, Glennie led Christian Aid UK’s work in Colombia, managing an expanding team and working closely 
with government, the private sector, and other NGOs on sustainable land use and human rights. Previously, 
Glennie served as Christian Aid UK’s spokesperson on aid and debt and worked on several international 
campaigns, including Make Poverty History and the Jubilee Debt Campaign. 
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WILLIAM HAMMINK 

William Hammink is a career Senior Foreign Service Officer with more than 31 years at USAID working on 
international development and humanitarian programs. Since August 2011, Hammink has been USAID’s 
Mission Director in India, where he oversees a $109 million program addressing the critical challenges of food 
security, climate change and health. Before arriving in India, Hammink was the USAID Mission Director in 
Sudan. Prior to Sudan, Hammink also served as Deputy Assistant Administrator in USAID’s Bureau for 
Economic Growth, Agriculture and Trade (EGAT). Hammink provided senior policy advisory and 
management services in sectors related to agriculture, economic growth, development credit and education. 
From 2006-2007, Hammink was the director of the Office for Food for Peace, managing over $2 billion in 
U.S. food aid. Hammink received bachelor’s and master’s degrees from the University of Minnesota, and has 
served in seven posts on three continents: Sudan, Swaziland, Senegal, Ethiopia, Madagascar, Russia and West 
Bank/Gaza. 

ERIN MCKEE 

Erin Elizabeth McKee was sworn in as the USAID Regional Mission Director for Central Asia in February 
2011. The Mission directly manages USAID’s programs in Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and 
Uzbekistan. McKee joined the USAID Central Asian Republics Mission in August 2009 as Deputy Director. 
Prior to that assignment, she spent 10 years working as a Contracting Officer at USAID’s Missions in Iraq, 
South America (for the regional platform based out of Peru), Bolivia, West Bank and Gaza, and in 
Washington DC. From 1997 to 1999, she worked as a Private Enterprise Officer and then as Chief of the 
Economic Growth Office with the USAID Mission in Russia. Before her USAID career, McKee spent several 
years in the private sector, serving as the General Manager and then Executive Director for Capital 
Investment Group’s (CIG) Russia operations, and earlier for Morrison Knudsen, Inc.’s international mining 
division throughout the former Soviet Union. 

JOHN NIEMEYER 

John Niemeyer joined USAID in 2001 as a Foreign Service Attorney and currently serves as a Senior Advisor 
for USAID’s Implementation and Procurement Reform initiative. During his career at USAID, Niemeyer has 
worked as an attorney advisor and assistant general counsel for GC, as well as RLA in USAID/CAR and most 
recently, USAID/Bolivia (and Brazil and Paraguay), while also serving as acting deputy director and mission 
director. Before joining USAID, Niemeyer was a trial attorney in the Civil Division of the U.S. Department 
of Justice for 10 years, working on cases involving Constitutional law. Niemeyer graduated from Trinity Hall, 
Cambridge, Georgetown University Law Center, and Colorado State University, and also studied 
international law at The Hague Academy. He is a member of the Washington State Bar. 
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RONALD OAKERSON 

Dr. Ronald Oakerson is professor of political science and former academic vice president and dean at 
Houghton College. Previously, he was senior research scientist at Indiana University, where he worked with 
USAID’s Decentralization: Finance and Management (DFM) project, and senior analyst at the U.S. Advisory 
Commission on Intergovernmental Relations (ACIR), where he directed research on metropolitan governance 
in the U.S. He received his Ph.D. in political science from Indiana University in 1978. Oakerson has 
consulted extensively for USAID, beginning in 1989 with a series of assignments related to policy reform and 
economic liberalization in Cameroon. In the mid-90s he was a member of the Working Group of Democracy 
and Governance organized by USAID/Africa, and a team member of the Benin Governance Assessment (a 
joint project of USAID and the European Commission). More recently, in 2004-05, he was a team member 
with the Fragile States Framework Project, organized for USAID by the IRIS Center. Currently, his principal 
international involvement is as consultant to the Mango Outgrowers Project in Sierra Leone. 

DAVID OSTERMEYER 

David D. Ostermeyer was named Chief Financial Officer at USAID in October 2007. He has worked at 
USAID for 34+ years in various financial management capacities. Ostermeyer earned a Bachelor of Business 
Administration (B.B.A.) degree from the University of Cincinnati (U.C.) in 1980 with a major in accounting. 
During his collegiate efforts, he participated in the cooperative education program of U.C., which provided 
him introduction to USAID. Ostermeyer is a Certified Government Financial Manager (CGFM). 
Ostermeyer is responsible for USAID worldwide financial operations from his Washington, DC office. He is 
currently the executive sponsor for the USAID worldwide core accounting system, Phoenix, and is responsible 
for other financial innovations. He is currently leading USAID development assistance delivery mechanism 
reforms towards direct assistance to host governments. 

SUSAN REICHLE 

Susan Reichle is the Assistant to the Administrator for USAID’s Bureau of Policy, Planning and Learning 
(PPL). Reichle was previously the Senior Deputy Assistant Administrator for the Bureau for Democracy, 
Conflict and Humanitarian Assistance (DCHA). Reichle is a Senior Foreign Service officer who joined 
USAID in 1991. She served in Haiti, Nicaragua, and Russia as a democracy officer specializing in conflict and 
transition issues and returned from the field in 2009 after serving as the Mission Director at the U.S. Embassy 
in Colombia. Prior to leaving Colombia, she received several awards from the Colombian government 
recognizing USAID’s contribution under her leadership. Previously, Reichle was the Deputy Coordinator in 
the Department of State’s newly created Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization 
(S/CRS). Reichle has received two Masters Degrees from the University of Pennsylvania in International 
Development Appropriate Technology and Government Administration. 
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GARY RUSSELL 

Gary Russell serves as a performance management and monitoring specialist, having rejoined USAID in 
December 2011 on a detail from the State Department’s Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and 
Stabilization. While there, he served as Director of Civilian Response Operations where he led the 
establishment of the first federal civilian expeditionary capability, the U.S. Civilian Response Corps. He later 
served at S/CRS as Acting Deputy Coordinator. Before joining S/CRS, Russell served as Director of the 
Office of Foreign Relations of the United States Department of Labor. He was responsible for directing a 
$190 million technical assistance program focused on improving working conditions for unskilled labor in 
developing countries and for monitoring and reporting on countries’ adherence to basic workers’ rights as 
required under the 2002 Trade Promotion Act. Russell has also served as a senior workforce education advisor 
to the Latin American and Caribbean Bureau of USAID. 

LAURA ABRAHAMS SCHULZ 

Laura Abrahams Schulz serves as the Division Chief for Local Sustainability in the Office of Innovation and 
Development Alliances (IDEA) at USAID. In this capacity, she oversees $50 million in annual grants and 
other programs that focus on strengthening USAID’s partnerships with non-governmental organizations to 
support sustainable development outcomes. Prior to joining USAID, Schulz managed the Middle East and 
Africa portfolio at the Congressional Research Service, a non-partisan organization that provides authoritative 
analysis to the U.S. Congress. Schulz has worked for nearly 16 years with civil society organizations in the 
Middle East, including with the National Endowment for Democracy and the National Democratic Institute. 
A Term Member of the Council on Foreign Relations, Schulz holds a Master’s Degree in Arab Studies from 
Georgetown University, a dual Bachelor’s Degree in Economics and International Relations from Brown 
University and speaks Arabic and French. 

EMMY SIMMONS 

Emmy Simmons is currently an independent consultant on international development issues, with a focus on 
food, agriculture, and Africa. She serves as co-chair of AGree, an initiative that brings together a diverse group 
of interests to transform U.S. food and agriculture policy so that we can meet the challenges of the future. 
Simmons also serves on the boards of organizations engaged in international agriculture and global 
development (the World Vegetable Center and the Partnership to Cut Hunger and Poverty in Africa) as well 
as on several advisory committees for initiatives focused on agriculture, nutrition, and health in sub-Saharan 
Africa and South Asia. She completed a career of nearly 30 years with USAID in 2005, having served since 
2002 as the Assistant Administrator for Economic Growth, Agriculture, and Trade (EGAT). Prior to joining 
USAID, she worked in the Ministry of Planning and Economic Affairs in Monrovia, Liberia. 
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TJIP WALKER 

Dr. S. Tjip Walker is a Senior Policy Analyst in the Policy, Planning and Learning Bureau’s Office of 
Learning, Evaluation and Research at USAID. He leads Agency efforts to promote organizational learning, 
including more consistent and effective use of research and evaluation to support strategy development and 
project design. Walker also leads efforts to adapt evaluation techniques to complex environments. Previously, 
Walker served the Technical Lead within USAID’s Office of Conflict Management and Mitigation (CMM) 
where he coordinated CMM’s analytical leadership across the programmatic spectrum from identifying at risk 
countries through early warning, to diagnosing conflict dynamics through assessment, to designing effective 
conflict programming, to monitoring and evaluating their impact. His particular focus was on early warning, 
improving conflict assessment methods, and programming to address fragility—all in an effort to prevent 
conflicts from occurring. 
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APPENDIX C:  EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES FOR SUMMIT 

BACKGROUND PAPERS 

“COMPLEXITY AND LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE HEALTH SECTOR FOR COUNTRY 

SYSTEM STRENGTHENING” EXECUTIVE SUMMARY1 

Allan Best and Jessie Saul, for the InSource Research Group 

Health systems are increasingly becoming viewed as complex and dynamic, requiring new approaches and 
ways of thinking about them as interconnected components of a whole rather than as discrete elements2. This 
background paper is intended to: 

• Take what little direct evidence there is for elements that contribute to or hinder successful health system 
strengthening (HSS) efforts 

• Link USAID experience to what is known about system transformation more generally 
• Make recommendations about ways to move forward incorporating systems thinking for HSS 
• Apply lessons learned in the areas of HSS to other country system strengthening (CSS) initiatives 

While evaluation of CSS efforts is noted as a priority for USAID and other USG agencies, a key gap identified 
in both high income countries (HICs) and low and middle-income countries (LMICs) is the lack of 
attendance to feedback loops, monitoring, and evaluation activities.3 Based on the literature reviewed for this 
report, as well as our own knowledge and experiences, here are recommendations for processes, methods, and 
indicators that may be useful to measure the success of HSS efforts: 

                                                      
1 This summary is taken from a background paper prepared for the USAID Strengthening Country Systems 
Experience Summit. To access the full paper, please visit http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/complexity-and-
lessons-learned-health-sector-country-system-strengthening. 
2 A. Best, P. Clark, S. Leischow, W. Trochim (Eds.), “Transforming tobacco control through systems 
thinking: Integrating research and practice to improve outcomes”, U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, Public Health Service, National Institutes of Health, National Cancer Institute, 2007. 

JD Sterman, "Learning from evidence in a complex world." American Journal of Public Health. Vol. 96, No. 
3 (2006): 505-14.  
3 Independent Evaluation Group, "Do health sector-wide approaches achieve results: Emerging evidence and 
lessons from six countries" (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 2009). 

C.D. Willis, B.L. Riley, A. Best, P. Ongolo-Zogo,"Strengthening health systems through networks: the need 
for measurement and feedback." Health Policy and Planning, 27 Suppl 4:iv62-iv6. (2012). 

B. Riley, A. Best, "Stakeholders, organizational partnerships, & coalitions," in Health behavior change in 
populations: The state of the evidence and roles for key stakeholders, edited by S. Kahan, A. Gielen, P. Fagan, 
L. Green (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012). 

http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/complexity-and-lessons-learned-health-sector-country-system-strengthening
http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/complexity-and-lessons-learned-health-sector-country-system-strengthening
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• Engage all relevant stakeholders: Incorporating the knowledge and expertise of stakeholders from 
all of the relevant sub-systems within the health system, the intervention can be designed and re-
designed to maximize intended impacts, leverage scarce resources, avoid duplication of effort, and 
minimize potential negative consequences. 
 

• Use an Evaluation Framework: The use of an evaluation framework can help stakeholders focus on 
the highest priority goals and measures in evaluation work. 

 

• Select relevant indicators: For the evaluation, it is important to determine or select indicators to 
track, and identify the best methods and design to track those indicators.4 It will be important to 
identify indicators that will highlight negative impacts of the proposed intervention, so course 
corrections can be made early on in the implementation process.5 
 

• Obtain funding for the evaluation: Based on recommendations made by the WHO, IEG, and 
others, as well as our own experience, longer-term outcome measures may be of most interest to 
program funders. However, indicators that can help identify short-term intervention alterations to 
keep an intervention on course should likely be prioritized. 

 

• Create and strengthen monitoring and evaluation infrastructure: While USAID priorities 
understandably emphasize quality and timely data for use in monitoring and evaluation efforts, it is 
strongly recommended that future HSS and other CSS initiatives use or strengthen country capacity 
and country systems for data collection and reporting. 
 

• Create learning communities: These consist of practitioners engaged in health systems 
strengthening work in similar contexts who can discuss what they are learning in practice, and share 
those learnings with their counterparts. This type of activity supports progress not only in evaluation 
and learning, but also country ownership, engagement, human resource capacity, power, and 
integration. 

 
To date, USAID has invested a great deal of time and resources (both human and financial) in developing an 
approach to HSS that prioritizes a systems approach. Disease-focused programming is no longer the preferred 
strategy for addressing health-related problems, both due to a growing awareness of the complexities of health 
systems, and a shrinking pool of resources from which to draw to address such problems. However, an 
analysis of the actions needed to address change at one or more system levels seem to be missing from USAID 
HSS work. 

                                                      
4 D. de Savingny, T. Adams (Eds.), Systems thinking for health systems strengthening, (Geneva: World 
Health Organization: 2009). 

A. Best, T. Greenhalgh, S. Lewis, J.E. Saul, S. Carroll, J. Bitz, "Large-system transformation in health care: a 
realist review," The Milbank Quarterly, 2012; 90(3):421-56.  
5 Ibid 
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“A SELECTIVE REVIEW OF USAID-FUNDED DEVELOPMENT MANAGEMENT RESEARCH AND 

PRACTICE: RELEVANCE FOR STRENGTHENING COUNTRY SYSTEMS” EXECUTIVE SUMMARY6 

Derick W. Brinkerhoff, RTI International 

The current donor concern with channeling aid through country systems has raised the question of how to 
strengthen those systems to achieve the purported benefits: faster poverty reduction, increased sustainability, 
and lower costs. Past experience offers useful lessons for today’s debate. This paper provides a selective, 
retrospective review of USAID efforts to strengthen public administration, concentrating on centrally funded 
projects, and identifies implications for strengthening country systems. A broad definition of country systems 
is used. 

Institution building: The institution building framework of the 1960s and 70s identified internal 
organizational effectiveness factors (leadership, doctrine, program, resources, and structure), and linkages to 
the operating environment (enabling, functional, normative, and diffused). The dominant approach to 
institutional development was technology transfer and staff training. Lessons from this early experience 
include: 1) training alone did not improve performance; 2) new tools, procedures, and structures needed to be 
applied in order to influence development outcomes; and 3) when environments are unsupportive, building 
individual organizational capacity was insufficient to yield lasting results. The legacy of this work lives on 
through later generations of organizational assessment tools. The caveats regarding the limitations of training-
driven and tool-focused institutional change, along with the recognition of the impact of the environment, are 
relevant to improving country systems’ capacities to use external resources effectively. 

Participation and local development: In the mid-1970s, USAID sought to target poor rural majorities by 
increasing community participation and improving sub-national development management. Research 
clarified participation’s meaning—distinguishing its “what, who, and how” dimensions—and identified the 
managerial and environmental factors associated with its intended benefits. Technical assistance for integrated 
rural development uncovered the pluses and minuses of administrative alternatives. Effectively working 
through country systems that engage citizens can benefit from clarity on participation’s three dimensions. Past 
findings regarding rural development management options offer insights for country systems strengthening.  

Decentralization: USAID-sponsored research and technical assistance beginning in the late 1970s revealed 
that decentralization: 1) did not necessarily increase efficiency or effectiveness of development investments; 2) 
depended for success upon center-local linkages for financing, monitoring and oversight, and technical 
expertise; and 3) in practice often led to overly complex local revenue systems. In the 1990s, USAID focused 
on sectoral decentralization, and assessed rural roads maintenance, irrigation, community-based natural 
resources management, and service delivery through the application of Indiana University’s institutional 
analysis and design framework, which offered a unifying systemic perspective on institutions and 
                                                      
6 This summary is taken from a background paper prepared for the USAID Strengthening Country Systems 
Experience Summit. To access the full paper, please visit http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/selective-review-
usaid-funded-development-management-research-and-practice-relevance.  

http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/selective-review-usaid-funded-development-management-research-and-practice-relevance
http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/selective-review-usaid-funded-development-management-research-and-practice-relevance
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management. In-depth understanding of decentralization is key to using country financial and administrative 
systems, and most countries are decentralized to some degree. Country systems strengthening needs to be 
embedded in decentralized structures and processes. Past lessons on decentralization offer much experience 
relevant to USAID Forward. 

Development management process approaches: By the early 1980s, the Agency had a management toolkit, 
but country managers lacked an effective process for moving from plans to results. The performance 
improvement approach focused on this gap. It built on country actors’ felt need for, and commitment to, 
improvements. The process perspective highlighted that project “blueprints” were incompatible with engaging 
actors through an iterative process of joint problem specification, strategy development, action, and learning 
by doing. Systems change strategies need to pay attention to how change happens as well as to what changes 
are to be put in place. Country systems strengthening aims to build ownership and commitment, which 
requires flexibility to adapt as situations evolve and learning takes place.  

Program management and sustainability: By the mid to late 1980s, USAID realized that: 1) most projects 
were too costly in the long-term, and benefit flows dropped after external investment ceased; and 2) projects 
sucked energy and talent out of resource-poor governments and local organizations. USAID concentrated on 
embedding new practices into permanent agencies to assure that improvements would create lasting change. 
USAID recognized that institutional and policy environments are influential through the incentives that they 
create. These lessons are directly relevant for the use of country systems. Working through country systems 
contributes to the Paris principles, offers greater prospects for sustainability, and may serve to strengthen those 
systems. Yet, this choice poses risks as well. 

From programs to policy reform: In the late 1980s to early 90s, USAID expanded its portfolio to 
incorporate direct efforts to modify policies, and sought to apply the lessons from project and program 
management to implementing policy reforms. Missions operationalized these lessons through “non-project 
assistance” that offered budgetary support in exchange for meeting mutually agreed-upon policy 
conditionalities. Work on policy implementation combined technical and sectoral policy analysis with 
increasingly sophisticated political analysis to identify systemic factors facilitating and constraining reform. 
Experience suggests that successful country systems strengthening will need to identify country constituencies 
and enable them to create the space to pursue change. Strengthening country systems is not a one-shot 
undertaking, but will require strategic adaptation over time, and results cannot be completely predicted in 
advance.  

Development management and democratic governance: With successive waves of democratization in the 
1990s, USAID explicitly recognized citizens as accountability actors, not just as service-delivery partners. This 
role highlighted how administrative systems design could—and should—establish accountability, 
transparency, responsiveness, fairness, and equity. USAID’s public administration focus expanded beyond the 
executive branch to include legislative strengthening and judicial reform programs, accompanying those to 
support civil society and media. Decentralization received new attention to its role in expanding democracy 
below the national level and in dealing with regional, ethnic, and socio-economic imbalances.  
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Understanding political economy has become more important, as the links between politics, power, exclusion, 
and history, and the possibilities for development results are more widely recognized. For country systems 
strengthening, the democratic governance lens focuses attention on accountability institutions (e.g., 
audit/oversight agencies and courts), which are important to addressing the risks in using country systems.  

Summary: development management and strengthening country systems: A systems approach is helpful 
not only because it enables analysts or practitioners to see the whole instead of the parts, but because it can 
increase understanding of how the parts interact, the boundaries and the linkages among them, and potential 
leverage points. The analytic tools and management approaches summarized in this paper offer useful avenues 
to developing a nuanced picture of the institutional and political landscape within which country systems 
strengthening is situated. Dealing realistically with issues of politics and power remains a challenge. The risk 
for donor efforts to strengthen country systems is that the goals of reduced poverty, increased sustainability, 
and lower costs that constitute their rationale may not be priority concerns shared by key host government 
actors, despite stated commitments. 
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“FACILITATING SYSTEMIC CHANGE IN VALUE CHAINS: LESSONS LEARNED FOR 

STRENGTHENING COUNTRY SYSTEMS” EXECUTIVE SUMMARY7 

Elizabeth G. Dunn, Impact LLC 

This paper reviews USAID experience with inclusive value chain development and discusses lessons learned 
about facilitating systemic change in markets. Beginning in the mid-1990s, USAID has followed an inclusive 
value chain approach for strengthening market systems. The dual objectives of the value chain approach are 
economic growth and poverty reduction. 

A value chain brings a product or service from inception to the final consumer. It can be analyzed as a system 
(or network) with three elements: 1) firms, NGOs, public officials and other decision-making agents, 2) 
relationships between these agents/decision-makers, and 3) the business enabling environment. The business 
enabling environment consists of all the formal and informal rules that define the context within which firms 
and other agents make their decisions. Examples of factors in the business enabling environment that 
influence behavior in the value chain range from international food safety standards to national labor laws, 
inflation rates, municipal regulations, and social norms. Business enabling environments can be defined at the 
local, regional, national, and global levels. 

The value chain approach uses systemic thinking at every phase of the project cycle. In project design, a full 
analysis of the system’s structural and dynamic features helps to identify leverage points for catalyzing change. 
To be sustainable, new behaviors must continue to be promoted by the existing incentives that drive the 
system. An understanding of the system as a whole is also needed to avoid causing harm to the system (e.g., 
price subsidies). In project evaluation, the multi-leveled and dynamic nature of value chain interventions has 
led to the development of degrees of evidence principles for evaluating value chain projects. 

The intervention strategy in a value chain project should follow a facilitation approach whenever possible. 
The role of the facilitator is to identify actors or groups of actors that have self-interest (usually a commercial 
interest) to champion the changes needed to close competitiveness gaps. The facilitation approach is preferred 
to direct delivery of program services, because it leads to more sustainable solutions that will continue after 
the project is over.  

The value chain approach emphasizes the role of relationships between firms that are linked or should be 
linked to improve development outcomes. Project implementers seek to identify opportunities to facilitate 
win-win relationships that build trust and reward cooperation in vertical and horizontal linkages. The quality 
of relationships between firms plays an important role in facilitating the flow of information, learning, and 
incentives for upgrading. 

                                                      
7 This summary is taken from a background paper prepared for the USAID Strengthening Country Systems 
Experience Summit. To access the full paper, please visit http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/facilitating-
systemic-change-value-chains-lessons-learned-strengthening-country-systems.  
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These three programming strategies in the value chain approach—systemic thinking, facilitation approach, 
and emphasis on relationships—along with lessons learned about the design, implementation, and evaluation 
of market system strengthening projects have general relevance for projects to strengthen country systems. 
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“COUNTRY SYSTEMS STRENGTHENING: BEYOND HUMAN AND ORGANIZATIONAL 

CAPACITY DEVELOPMENT” EXECUTIVE SUMMARY8 

John Gillies, FHI 360 and Felix Alvarado, Vitruvian Consulting 

This background paper explores USAID’s experience in human and organizational capacity in the context of 
systems strengthening, exploring the following issues:  

 How has human and institutional capacity building contributed to country system strengthening?  
 What are the primary factors that contribute to successful country systems strengthening? 
 What implementation modalities have proven effective for developing national capacity?  
 How do we know that interventions are actually improving systems?   
 What are the implications for donors, and USAID in particular, in the context of changing international 

assistance? 

This paper focuses on one program (The Guatemala Dialogue for Social Investment Project) in detail to 
illustrate the challenges and practice of addressing systems issues: 1) the underlying thinking about a theory of 
change, 2) learning about the process as the programs develop, and 3) the operational issue of what it takes to 
be successful in the USAID structure. From this review emerge certain elements that are needed to support 
country systems strengthening: 

Define success and failure, and attribute them correctly. Defining success is the first problem in improving 
systems. Whether the modality is through training individuals, supporting organizations with performance 
consulting, or addressing system constraints, one needs to be able to recognize success. Equally important is 
recognizing failure as part of systems strengthening initiatives.  

Bet on the system every time. All capacity building, whether of individuals, organizations, or systems, will 
involve people with multiple links to their environment. A systems approach acknowledges and seeks to 
leverage these links. Even localized interventions need to be considered in the context of system-level 
dynamics and how the intervention might contribute to robust, coherent, integrated, self-driven, and resilient 
systems.  

Locate the donor within the system. The international consensus documented in the Paris Declaration, the 
Accra Agenda, and the Busan Forum clearly acknowledges the critical importance of local leadership for aid 
effectiveness. This supports a central tenet in systems theory—that change must be driven from within. A 
radical implication is that donors also acknowledge that they are part of the system and not just talking from 
the outside. This also implies that the donor accepts the need to be part of the change and to relinquish 
control.  

                                                      
8 This summary is taken from a background paper prepared for the USAID Strengthening Country Systems 
Experience Summit. To access the full paper, please visit http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/country-systems-
strengthening-beyond-human-and-organizational-capacity-development.  
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Develop programs for partners, not partners for programs. When the donor is part of the system, developing 
genuine partnerships requires a different programmatic relationship. From a systems perspective, this 
represents the endless resilience of systems to externally imposed change, and the limits of linear thinking. 
From a practical standpoint, it also represents the view from an external player who defined the objectives, 
strategy, and benchmarks, administered the funds, and measured results—only to find them wanting.  

Acknowledge emergent processes. Institutional systems are large and complex, with multiple interactions 
within and between organizations. This implies a large proportion of uncertainty in outcomes, and a non-
linear relationship between interventions and results.  

Address democracy in national systems strengthening. The efforts described are focused on improving the 
operation of the system, in terms of performance, how it guarantees its survival, and procures its self-
reproduction. However, this is not enough for systems strengthening for development and public institutions. 
A fundamental aspect of these systems is providing, sustaining, and renewing the substantive functions of a 
democratic state. It is not enough to procure improvement in organizational and sector functions if this does 
not guarantee conditions such as justice, representation, and openness. 

Measure systems strengthening. An important aspect of improvement in systems strengthening will be 
developing a better conceptual and operational approach to measurement that allows donors to measure both 
concrete activities and less tangible trends. This will require moving beyond the linear impact assumptions 
that inform of the current evidence-based approaches.  

The history of USAID engagement in human and institutional capacity building indicates that interventions 
at each level—individual, organizational, and system—have had some success and some failure as measured 
against the established project indicators. It is likely—even probable—that some of these interventions have 
had profound effects on country systems, but for the most part USAID has not been looking for such effects. 
Effective engagement with systems must work at all levels—individual skills, organizational performance, and 
system dynamics. The challenge of systems strengthening is to understand how to define success—and 
failure—in such complex endeavors, and most importantly how to incorporate these issues in the institutional 
and political structure of USAID.  
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“NON-PROJECT ASSISTANCE AND POLICY REFORM:LESSONS LEARNED FOR 

STRENGTHENING COUNTRY SYSTEMS” EXECUTIVE SUMMARY9 
Ronald J. Oakerson, Houghton College 

This paper reviews USAID experience with non-project assistance (NPA) as a potential learning resource for 
current efforts to strengthen country systems. Beginning in the 1980s and extending into the 1990s, NPA, in 
contrast to project assistance, provided aid directly to governments in order to support policy reform. Cases 
are reviewed from three sectors—agriculture, health, and education—in addition to general budget support 
(GBS). NPA experience has a number of important dimensions relevant to strengthening country systems: 

• Policy dialogue, which builds host country ownership and informs program design; 
• Institutional analysis, which identifies constraints to policy reform and how to address those constraints; 
• Monitoring and evaluation, which is ongoing in NPA and is critical to error-correction as 

implementation proceeds; 
• Inter-ministerial and public-private decision-making, which is needed to involve all relevant actors in 

a sector or relevant system in the implementation process; 
• Donor coordination, which reduces host country transaction costs while enhancing donor impact; 
• Technical assistance to strengthen capacity, which is project-based assistance closely tied to NPA and 

policy reform, needed to create the capacity required to implement a program and sustain it beyond the 
period of assistance. 

NPA shares with the country systems strengthening approach a focus on systems. Like policy reform 
structures, country systems have institutional boundaries that cut across government ministries, levels of 
government, and public/private sectors. Moreover, strengthening country systems often requires changes in 
the rules governing system activities: this is equivalent to policy reform. Each of the dimensions of NPA-
supported policy reform programs is therefore also of substantial relevance to strengthening country systems.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
9 This summary is taken from a background paper prepared for the USAID Strengthening Country Systems 
Experience Summit. To access the full paper, please visit http://usaidlearninglab.org/library/non-project-
assistance-and-policy-reform-lessons-learned-strengthening-country-system.  
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