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Abstract

Institutional Influence: The Role of International Donors
in Shaping Development Goals, Implementation and Effectiveness

Anne L. Buffardi

Chair of the Supervisory Committee:
Associate Professor Mary Kay Gugerty
Evans School of Public Affairs

Previous research on development assistance highlights the importance of the
recipient country implementing environment in mediating the impact of aid; however, little is
known about the donor side of the donor-recipient relationship. This dissertation fills this
gap in understanding by characterizing and assessing the role of this powerful yet neglected
set of stakeholders and their influence on aid goals, implementation and effectiveness. It
investigates: what are the salient dimensions along which donors differ, how these
differences influence health coverage and outcomes, and what features of the domestic policy
process shape which approaches donors pursue. | examine these questions using mixed
methods: analyses of Congressional hearings, a comparative case study of international
donors in the health sector in Peru, and quantitative analyses of the cross-national
Development Assistance for Health dataset.

This body of work offers three key insights for development assistance, related to
recipient country ownership, donor type and goal alignment. First, the most prominent
difference across donors was the extent to which they formally involved recipient country

public, private and civil society sectors in problem identification, resource administration,






program design, implementation and governance. The Peruvian context revealed three
ownership patterns: ‘doctor knows best’, ‘empowered patient’ and ‘it takes a village’ models,
highlighting the dominance of foreign actors and the central government in development
activities. The cross-national data support wide variation in donor perception of the
capability and roles of recipient country actors, indicating very low levels, infrequent and
inconsistent allocation of budget support financing, in which funds are channeled directly
through recipient institutions.

Second, rather than observing systematic differences between bilateral and
multilateral donors, there was greater variation among rather than across donor types. Actors
along the aid implementation chain identified multiple entities to whom they were
accountable. Third, although there existed considerable goal alignment among stakeholders
within donor countries and between donors and recipients, there was little harmonization or
coherence across these very wide sets of goals. Taken together, these findings highlight the
unrealized potential to substantially expand the formal involvement of recipient country
actors, and the need to prioritize among broad sets of foreign assistance and development

goals.
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INTRODUCTION

For over sixty years, development assistance has been apportioned in an attempt to
reduce poverty and stimulate economic and social development. Despite more than $2.3
trillion in aid disbursed over the last half century, population-level analyses have failed to
demonstrate consistent results linking aid inputs to improvements in development outcomes.
In response, the past decade has witnessed a proliferation of new donor initiatives: 2000 UN
Millennium Development Goals, 2000 GAVI Alliance, 2002 Global Fund to Fight AIDS,
Tuberculosis and Malaria, 2003 President’s Emergency Fund for AIDS Relief, 2004
Millennium Challenge Corporation, and the 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness.
While laudable for the awareness and resources these new programs have generated, they
have essentially been evolving experiments in the field.

Previous research has highlighted the importance of the recipient country
implementing environment in mediating the impact of aid, yet little is known about the donor
side of the donor-recipient relationship. Development donors have not yet been classified or
evaluated in a systematic way to be able to identify what specific donor approaches under
what conditions are most effective in reducing poverty and disease. From a theoretical
perspective, the role of the principal in this principal-agent/donor-recipient relationship and
the nature of the contracting institution have been neglected. From an empirical perspective,

better understanding the influence of donors may help to account for decades of
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disappointing development aid results. In short, development scholarship needs to catch up
with the international political momentum of the previous decade.

This dissertation research aims to fill these gaps in understanding by characterizing
and assessing the role of this powerful yet neglected set of stakeholders and their influence
on aid goals, implementation and effectiveness. It investigates: what are the salient
dimensions along which donors differ, how do these differences influence health coverage
and outcomes, and what features of the domestic policy process shape which approaches
donors pursue. | examine these questions using mixed methods: analyses of Congressional
hearings, a comparative case study of development donors in Peru, and quantitative analyses

of the cross-national Development Assistance for Health dataset.

Shaping development goals

Chapter One begins upstream in the development assistance pathway to examine how
donor approaches are configured and subsequently modified (or not), focusing on issues,
interests and institutions within a single donor country. This paper asks: what characteristics
of the domestic policy process account for the current structure of US international
assistance and the failure of numerous efforts to refocus the Foreign Assistance Act to better
reflect the post Cold War political and economic context? Traditional policy process
frameworks suggest four potential explanations: competing issue definitions, contesting
advocacy coalitions, mobilized opposition within the aid bureaucracy or among members of
Congress, or lack of a sufficient institutional base. My analysis of Congressional hearings

from 1980-2008 finds that none of these explanations account for the perpetuation of the



policy status quo in the face of exogenous foreign policy shocks. Rather, the data reveal
sustained, widespread agreement, but on very broad of foreign aid goals. This case
demonstrates how narrow interest involvement under conditions of policy uncertainty can
impede policy change even when there is substantial agreement on policy goals and the need

for reform.

Distinguishing donor approaches

The subsequent three chapters aim to characterize and compare differences across
donors. Chapter Two presents formative research to answer the question how do donor
institutional characteristics and practices differ? Through a comparative case study of four
influential and diverse donors in the health sector in Peru, this chapter examines variation in
donor agencies’ relationships to both domestic and recipient country stakeholders. | find
substantial variation across donors, with ownership structure — the ways in which donors
formally engaged different recipient country stakeholders in different capacities — emerging
as the most prominence difference across donors. Contrary to expectations, donor
approaches did not vary in a systematic way according to donor type, whether they were
bilateral or multilateral agencies. Rather, informants identified multiple groups to whom
they were accountable, with greater differences depending on the informant’s position within
the organization and the organization’s position in the aid chain. Furthermore, informants
from both donor and recipient sides offered many examples of alignment of their goals;

however, there was little harmonization or coherence of goals across donors themselves.



Given the importance of ownership structure as a distinguishing feature among
donors, Chapter Three provides a new analytical framework for expanding beyond a singular
concept of ‘country ownership.” This typology assesses the extent to which donors engage
five sets of recipient country actors — the government (central, regional/municipal), private
sector (for-profit, non-profit) and civil society organizations — in five distinct development
activities: problem identification, program design, resource administration, program
implementation and program governance. In the Peru context, this typology revealed three
dominant patterns in the way donors differentially related to the same set of recipient country
stakeholders: “doctor knows best’, ‘empowered patient’ and ‘it takes a village’ models. The
comparative advantages of public, private and civil society sectors only partially explained
the conditions under which each ownership model was applied, suggesting greater

opportunities to enhance recipient country involvement than are currently taking place.

Impacting outcomes

Chapter Four complements the qualitative findings in the previous two chapters with
recently available cross-national quantitative data from the Development Assistance for
Health dataset. This chapter examines two new donor financing approaches: channeling aid
as budget support through recipient country accounts, intended to improved country
ownership, and earmarking aid for specific diseases. The data reveal very low levels and
inconsistent allocation of budget support, but higher levels and greater predictability of
funding earmarks for HIV. Donors exhibited greater variation in their financing approaches

among rather than across bilateral, multilateral and private donor types.
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Next, the chapter tests predictive models to determine what is the association between
funding earmarks for HIV and tuberculosis and subsequent changes in health care coverage
and outcomes? These analyses demonstrate some support for the positive impact of HIV
earmarks in reducing subsequent HIV prevalence, depending on country prevalence rates.
There is less support for the impact of TB earmarks on subsequent TB detection, treatment or

prevalence, perhaps in part due to the very low level of aid earmarked for TB.

Key findings

Taken together, this body of work offers four key insights for development assistance.
First, recipient country ownership, the formal involvement of local actors in different
capacities, was the most distinct difference across donors, who varied widely in their
perception of the capacity and roles of the same set of local actors. Second, although there
exists considerable goal alignment among stakeholders within donor countries and between
donors and recipients, there is little harmonization or coherence across a very wide set of
goals. Third, bilateral and multilateral donors exhibited greater variation among rather
than across donor types, with actors across the aid chain identifying multiple lines of
accountability regardless of the domestic principals to whom they report. And fourth,
targeted or earmarked aid for specific diseases may need to be allocated at a sufficient

threshold to observe changes in disease outcomes.
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Implications

These findings hold significant implications for both research and policy.
Methodologically, development scholars and practitioners must refine the underspecified
term of “‘country ownership’ and instead identify who is formally involved in what capacities.
The typology proposed in Chapter Three provides a useful template to do so. While
development donors can be readily distinguished by their differential involvement of
recipient country actors, donor type (bilateral versus multilateral) appears to be too blunt a
measure to detect differences across donors. Similarly, when a small amount of aid is
earmarked for specific diseases or is channeled as budget support, these earmarks may not be
sensitive measures to observe changes in outcomes when they are given at low levels. Such
allocations may need to reach a certain threshold before their impact can be evaluated.

Given the breath of goals that development assistance is trying to achieve, even
within a single sector, aid effectiveness should be assessed using aid inputs that are specific
to the goal the aid is intended to improve. The Development Assistance for Health dataset
represents a significant contribution in this regard, but similar disaggregated data do not exist
for aid to other sectors. Since budget support by nature is flexible in its use, evaluating its
effectiveness may be most appropriate at the country-level, rather than cross-nationally, in
order to better match inputs with outputs and outcomes.

More generally, the field of international development needs to conduct and
disseminate more timely comparative assessments. As noted at the outset, experimentation
in practice has far outpaced scholarship in this area, leading to large policy shifts with little

empirical base. For example, at the millennium development donors provided unprecedented



increases in funding earmarked HIV. Several years later, in response to critiques that
funding earmarks were creating disease silos, the Joint Funding Platform for Health Systems
Strengthening was launched. Despite widespread donor commitment to ‘country ownership’
in the Paris Declaration, the miniscule amount of aid channeled as budget support is not
widely known or acknowledged. More timely comparisons of different aid approaches
would help to ground development assistance policy in evidence rather than speculation.

Specifically, these findings highlight the unrealized potential to substantially expand
the formal involvement of recipient country actors. Their involvement is particularly
underrepresented in problem identification, which health and development concerns should
take priority, and in the administration of resources. Increasing the amount of aid channeled
through recipient country budgets is a logical way to expand the latter, targeting scale-up
based on standardized criteria like country governance indicators, rather than solely on donor
perceptions.

Finally, the breadth of foreign assistance and development goals currently being
pursued by donor agencies suggests the need to prioritize among these many objectives.
Advocates trying to influence domestic policy processes should more firmly articulate
poverty reduction and human development goals and mobilize their domestic constituencies
to press for such change. Recipient countries could better prioritize their specific needs and
more actively direct donors into these areas, rather than attempting to simultaneously address

a countless number of development issues through hundreds of discrete projects. Donors
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could harmonize their efforts by participating in basket fund initiatives with a lead donor and
by channeling more funds through recipient country institutions.

These policy recommendations provide immediate, tangible steps in moving forward.
The methodological considerations offer an opportunity for development scholars to better
understand the conditions under which aid can be most effective. For donor agencies who
want their money and time efficiently spent, but particularly for communities in recipient
countries for whom the unfulfilled promise of development threatens their daily survival, the

opportunity cost of inaction may prove too costly to bear.



Chapter 1

FAILURES TO REFORM US FOREIGN ASSISTANCE POLICY:
WHEN PROBLEM AGREEMENT IS NOT ENOUGH

Policymaking is often a story of conflict and opposition — rival interests competing to
advance their respective problem definitions and accompanying policy solutions. Indeed,
clashes among interest groups and between political parties, turf battles among branches of
government and across departmental agencies can block attempts to change or enact new
policy, effectively preserving the status quo. As such, successful policy reform typically
requires the minimization, if not resolution, of conflict through negotiation, coalition building
and compromise.

Rather than conflict or compromise, this article examines the often overlooked case
of problem agreement and its potential downside for the prospects of reform. On the surface,
such a situation would appear to be ideal for policymakers, bureaucrats and advocates. It
offers the increased possibility of producing a more coherent, effective policy solution and
the opportunity to delve into policy details rather than simply wrangling over rhetoric.
However, as the prolonged persistence of US foreign assistance policy demonstrates, under
certain conditions — a narrow set of interests attempting to achieve a broad set of goals

without a clear policy solution — widespread agreement may actually have the perverse effect
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of perpetuating policies well beyond their relevant political context, serving to stymie rather
than stimulate desired policy change.

Without dramatic conflict and the corresponding attention such issue areas receive,
lower profile yet persistent policy problems may go largely unnoticed for years, leaving
legislation to languish due to the lack of a readily available policy solution and lack of
external pressure to take action. The opportunity cost of maintaining legislation whose
design is widely acknowledged to be outdated and ineffective represents enormous hidden
costs to government, when such resources could potentially be more effectively spent if
allocated in a more appropriate way. These types of policy problems, characterized by
sustained policy inaction despite agreement among stakeholders of underlying problems,
remain a neglected area of study. We know little about the dynamics of the policy process
that enable such policy stagnation.

US foreign assistance policy offers one such example, resisting reform for decades
despite substantial agreement on both the need for policy reform and on a set of desirable
policy goals; thus, it serves as a useful case with which to examine the forces driving
prolonged policy persistence. Unlike defense and diplomatic policies, which have evolved to
better reflect the contemporary political and economic context, why numerous attempts to
refocus foreign assistance policy have failed? The results suggest that traditional conflict-
oriented explanations do not sufficiently account for the lack of reform. Ironically, a key
condition that has limited conflict, the presence of a narrow set of stakeholders, has also

limited reform. Narrow interest involvement has led to institutional path dependence, where
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a closed group of policy elites engage in seemingly endless technical debates about how best
to craft an appropriate policy solution for the broad problem definition they have identified.
These findings extend previous work on policy change, identifying conditions under
which widespread agreement, rather than conflict, can impede reform. Moreover, this case
highlights the need to expand our attention beyond highly contentious policies to include

lower profile, yet persistent policy challenges.

Conceptual foundations

Policy process frameworks and organizational theory identify specific conditions
under which policy change is more and less likely to occur. The literature suggests that
policy reforms can be impeded when conflict, driven by organizational- and self-protectionist
forces, dominates a policy area. These forces are manifested in issue, interest and
institutional dynamics. First, reforms may fail to be enacted due to competing conceptions of
the underlying policy problem or issue, as different groups strategically frame conditions so
they are perceived as problems (Kingdon, 1995), crafting convincing causal stories that
attribute responsibility in such a way to necessitate public intervention (Stone, 1989). The
various ways in which a policy problem, target population and solution are framed creates
the possibility of multiple problem definitions for a single condition (Rochefort & Cobb,
1993). In the case of foreign assistance, for example, is aid intended to address the problem
of global poverty and poor health? Threats to national security? Global environmental

harms? Unequal competition in international markets for US business?
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Second, conflict among stakeholder groups representing divergent interests outside
and within the government may impede policy change. Policy ‘publics’, professional,
producer and public interest groups engaged in issue debates, may pressure elected officials
to pursue policy solutions aimed at addressing different policy problems (May, 1991).
Commercial interests seeking to gain material benefits for their members may conflict with
humanitarian interest groups pursuing value-based, purposive goals (Clark & Wilson, 1961).
The potential for conflict and deadlock becomes heightened as interest groups form opposing
advocacy coalitions, which serve to reinforce divergent core beliefs (Sabatier & Weible,
2007) — the role of the US in the international arena, for example.

Third, at an institutional level, bureaucratic interests may resist change as they
respond to coercive, mimetic, normative and selection pressures in an attempt to maximize
legitimacy, influence and internal cohesion. Agency employees may have strong motivation
to maintain the status quo as a result of staff incentive structures, professional norms or fear
of uncertainty (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Hannan & Freeman, 1984). Organizations may
be entrenched in patterned behavioral responses that fit within their existing repertoires and
that make it difficult to change their operating practices (Halperin et al., 1974; Allison,
1971). Within the government, competitive intra and inter-organizational bargaining among
units like the Departments of State and Defense may inhibit policy restructuring that elevates
one group above others (Lindsay, 1994; Allison, 1971). Congressional committees may
struggle over jurisdictional claims of a policy issue (Baumgartner & Jones, 1993; King,
1997), weakening the coherence of policy solutions and diffusing momentum for policy

change (May, Sapotichne & Workman, 2006).
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In sum, the nature and interplay of issues, interest and institutions may create
conditions that limit agreement in a particular policy area. Enactment of policy reforms may
thus be stymied because of unresolved conflict over issue definitions and advocacy group
interests, or because of protectionist interests of individuals and institutions.

Conversely, policy reforms are more likely to be enacted when there exists a strong
enough majority to override the opposition of minority groups, such as the passage of new
legislation following a change in party control and the perception of an electoral mandate
(Grossback, Peterson &. Stimson, 2007). Even when sweeping political momentum does not
exist, policy change can be facilitated by: 1) exogenous shocks and dramatic focusing events
that attract enough attention to an issue area to stimulate policy adaptation to a new external
environment (Kingdon, 1995; Baumgartner & Jones, 1993; Sabatier & Weible, 2007;
Birkland, 1997); 2) a negotiated agreement brought about by what Sabatier and Weible
(2007) term a “hurting stalemate’, when the policy status quo is sufficiently undesirable for
all parties that it incentivizes opposing advocacy coalitions to reconcile in some way; and 3)
policy learning, whereby new information offers insights into the underlying policy problem
and/or possible solutions (Sabatier & Weible, 2007). Using a case in which policy change
would be expected to occur, based on these facilitating factors, | test potential explanations
related to issues, interests and institutions in an attempt to account for the prolonged

persistence of US foreign assistance policy over the last half century.
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Policy background

Since the passage of the 1961 Foreign Assistance Act, multiple foreign policy shocks
have occurred which could have served as focusing events to stimulate policy change: very
high profile events of both a geopolitical, security-oriented nature, like the end of the Cold
War and the September 11th attacks, and of a humanitarian nature, including famines, natural
disasters and the global HIV pandemic. Indeed, legislative modifications have been
proposed during every presidential administration since the end of the Cold War, including
several attempts at major overhaul. These recurrent efforts suggest that there has been
sufficient attention on foreign aid policy to place the issue on the political agenda and
sustained motivation for policy change over several decades. Therefore, the failure to enact
comprehensive foreign assistance reform does not appear to simply be a case of complacency
or inadequate attention.

Rather than legislative change, supplementary programs have been added to the
Foreign Assistance Act over time, which in its current form pursues 33 goals, specifies 75
priority areas, and presents 247 directives, ranging from reducing infant mortality to
encouraging private US investment abroad (Brainard, 2007; US Agency for International
Development, 2006; Congressional Budget Office, 1997). More recently, new aid initiatives
like the 2003 President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief and the 2004 Millennium
Challenge Corporation have been launched by the Executive Branch, rather than being
integrated into existing structures or legislation. Over the years, the complex and unwieldy

foreign assistance system has faced sharp criticism from policymakers, practitioners and
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scholars alike (Brainard, 2007; Easterly, 2006; Easterly, 2008; Moyo, 2009), suggesting that
it is a less than desirable arrangement for multiple stakeholders.

Thus, despite the presence of factors which should facilitate policy change — profound
shifts in the political and economic environment and expressed dissatisfaction of the policy
status quo from a variety of actors — repeated attempts at policy change over the last several
decades have all failed. Ground in the conceptual foundations above, | explore four potential
explanations, questioning whether the perpetuation of the policy status quo can best be
accounted by: 1) competing issue definitions of what constitutes foreign assistance policy
(issues), 2) presence of contesting advocacy coalitions supporting different target beneficiary
groups (interests), 3) mobilized opposition against restructuring from within the existing aid
bureaucracy or the broader populace (interests), or 4) turf battles among agencies or branches
of government (institutions).

Given the lack of policy change, | would expect to see well mobilized advocacy
coalitions presenting clearly differentiated conceptions of the policy problem and opposing
policy solutions that reward different target groups, strong resistance to reform by members
of the existing aid bureaucracy or in the broader population, and/or conflict over which entity
should serve as aid’s institutional home. Furthermore, | would expect focusing events and
changes in party control to influence issue definition; for example, | would anticipate that
foreign aid hearings would emphasize national security following the September 11" attacks

and during Republican-controlled eras of Congress, democracy promotion immediately
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following the end of the Cold War, and poverty reduction when Democrats held the majority
in Congress.

I find that none of these conflictual or protectionist explanations adequately explains
for the state of foreign assistance policy, which is characterized by shared goals, narrow
interest involvement, weak opposition to reform and a centralized institutional base. Rather,
this case of prolonged policy persistence demonstrates the drawbacks of issue diversity when
a small set of stakeholders is unable to identify a clear policy solution. Thus, this case offers
an alternate explanation for the lack of policy reform, uncovering a neglected subset of
persistent policy problems, entrenched in internal stagnation and overshadowed by higher

profile conflict-oriented issues, that warrant increased attention.

Methods

This analysis is based on data from Congressional hearings on foreign aid from 1980-
2006. This date range spans four presidential administrations and changes in Congressional
leadership, and encompasses time points before and after the Cold War and the September
11" attacks. Hearings were identified through the Policy Agendas Project’, which classifies
hearings into 19 major topics and 225 subtopics. The subtopic of ‘US foreign aid’ returned
390 hearings in the date range, seven of which did not address international assistance,

resulting in a total of 383 hearings. Based on the hearing list generated by the Policy

! The data used here were originally collected by Frank R. Baumgartner and Bryan D. Jones, with the support of
National Science Foundation grant number SBR 9320922, and were distributed through the Department of
Government at the University of Texas at Austin and/or the Department of Political Science at Penn State
University. Neither NSF nor the original collectors of the data bear any responsibility for the analysis reported
here.
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Agendas Project, hearing summaries were retrieved through Lexis-Nexis Congressional

Universe.

Measures

Each hearing summary was coded to extract four pieces of information: dominant
issue focus, geographic focus as a proxy for policy targeting, witness affiliation and
Congressional committee. Only one dominant issue code was assigned to each hearing from
among eleven options: annual budget authorization and appropriations, food aid,
humanitarian assistance, democracy promotion, poverty reduction, economic growth for
recipient countries, market expansion or investment opportunity for US business, military
aid, environment, human development, and overall system reform. Hearings addressing
health, population growth, education and drug prevention were relatively infrequent so these
topics were collapsed in the human development category to avoid an unwieldy number of
categories. Overall system reform hearings were those which dealt with broader
organizational and strategic planning considerations, that critically examined the current
structure of US foreign aid and that discussed potential options for reform.

Geographic focus was identified through the mention of a specific country or region,
or lack thereof, in which case the hearing was classified as having no geographic focus.
Witness affiliation was classified as one of the following nine categories: USAID official,
other State Department official, other federal official, non-governmental organization

(NGO), business, think tank, academic, member of Congress testifying before, rather than a
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member of, the committee holding the hearing, or ‘other’ affiliation. The name of the
Congressional committee holding the hearing was documented as listed in the hearing

summary.

Detailed analysis of testimony from system reform hearings

Given the primary question motivating this analysis — what policy process dynamics
have led to the failure of comprehensive aid reform — | also examined in greater depth the
testimony of hearings dealing with overall system reform. Twenty three hearings were coded
as addressing overall system reform from the original set of 383, with the first appearing in
1986. In order to include more recent data, these hearings were supplemented with eleven
additional reform hearings, identified through a Lexis-Nexis Congressional Universe search
for “foreign aid’ and not “appropriations’ from January 2007 — December 2009.

The testimony for each of the 260 witnesses appearing in this subset of 34 hearings
was then coded for issue focus and tone. Issue focus was classified according to the same list
of topics presented above. To gauge the breadth of foreign aid objectives for each witness
was advocating, every issue mentioned by the witness was recorded, rather than restricting
issue focus to one dominant topic.

Witness testimony was also coded according to the tone towards i) the current
structure of foreign aid and ii) system reform. Tone was rated as negative (-1) or positive
(+1) if the witness spoke out against or in favor of the current system or system reform. For
example, testimony including the statement ‘The Administration is deeply disturbed by the

budget and reorganization proposals being considered by this committee with regard to our
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international affairs operations’® was rated as negative and testimony including the
statement ‘I strongly support the goal of you and others here, Mr. Chairman, to rewrite the
Foreign Assistance Act’® was rated as positive. Tone was rated as neutral (0) if no explicit

position was stated regarding the current aid system or its reform.

Findings

The following presentation of findings systematically constructs a profile of US
foreign assistance policy over the last three decades, corresponding to the frameworks
discussed above. | consider issue definition, interest involvement, policy targeting and the
institutional configuration overseeing foreign aid policy. Results are presented in aggregate
across all foreign aid hearings (n=383), and among two subsets of hearings: non-
appropriations hearings which dealt with issues other than annual budget appropriations
(n=137) and system reform hearings that dealt specifically with the topic of overall system
reform (n=34). The latter subset is of particular relevance in understanding the dynamics
among issues, interests and institutions that have contributed to the failure to enact foreign

aid reform.

% Testimony by J. Brian Atwood to the House of Representatives Committee on International Relations, May 9,
1995 (95-H461-29)

® Testimony by M. Peter McPherson to the House of Representatives Committee on Foreign Affairs, June 25,
2008 (2008-H381-89)
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Wide, but shared, issue definition

Tracking foreign aid issue themes over time reveals remarkable issue diversity,
evidenced by the wide range of topics on which hearings were coded. Among all hearings,
annual budget requests dominated, comprising 62% of all hearings. Of the hearings that
dealt with topical issues rather than budget appropriations, food aid and humanitarian
assistance accounted for more than one third (37%), followed by reform hearings (21%),
military (13%), economic growth (11%), democracy promotion (8%), human development
(6%), environment (3%) and US market expansion (3%).

Rather than different issues rising and falling in prominence over time, however,
issue foci demonstrated remarkable consistency, with a very broad definition of what
constitutes foreign assistance persisting across decades. With its multiple goals, foreign aid
policy appears to be an expandable agenda space, with no apparent limit to what would be
excluded from this policy area. For example, while emergency food aid and humanitarian
relief were most common among hearing topics, they still have not crowded out longer-term
goals of economic growth and democracy promotion.

Figure 1.1 illustrates the frequency of each issue component among the smaller subset
of system reform hearings over the last two decades. The number of foreign aid objectives
discussed each year ranged from four to eight, with economic growth, humanitarian aid,
human development, poverty reduction, national security and democracy promotion serving
as consistent themes across time. Emphases on economic growth and humanitarian aid have
declined over time, while national security and poverty reduction have received greater

notice; however, major changes in aid foci do not appear to have resulted from either internal
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changes in party control or external foreign policy shocks. Democracy promotion did not
spike after the end of the Cold War, nor did national security rise after the September 11"
attacks.

Figure 1.1 Foreign aid foci: Relative emphasis of aid objectives
over time identified in system reform hearings
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Even among individual witnesses there was consistent mention of multiple foreign
aid policy objectives. The average witness mentioned 3.4 issues in his/her brief testimony.
While business representatives tended to promote economic growth and investment, and
NGO witnesses emphasized poverty reduction and human development, there were no clear
factions advocating one objective over another. The discussions reviewed here were largely

technical in nature, with little assessment of upstream conditions that create the need for
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external aid in the first place, which may be more likely to uncover differences in core beliefs

(Sabatier & Weible, 2007).

Rather than debate causal conditions or goals of foreign aid, witnesses proposed different
means by which to achieve shared goals, as demonstrated in testimony below [bold added to
highlight shared goals]:

‘What precisely do we want to achieve? | think all of our foreign assistance
programs should be geared to meeting at least one of four different objectives.
They should either enhance our national security, they should be promoting
economic growth and poverty reduction, they should be helping to
consolidate political change and democracies around the world, or they
should be providing humanitarian assistance in crises programs. All of them
should be geared to at least one of those.”

Steven Radelet, Senior Fellow, Center for Global Development

House Committee on International Relations, February 26, 2004

‘In line with the President's 2002 National Security Strategy, foreign aid
presents us with an opportunity to extend freedom across the globe by
providing incentives for countries to pursue policies that promote rule of law
and economic freedom, thereby generating growth and development. While
the United States should always provide assistance in times of humanitarian
need, a general strategy that moves countries toward self-generated
prosperity is the most viable and measurable long-term plan to contribute to
strengthening our national security.’
Marc Miles, Director
Center for International Trade & Economics, Heritage Foundation
House Committee on International Relations, February 26, 2004

These two witnesses testifying at the same foreign aid reform hearing represent think
tanks from different ends of the ideological spectrum. Common among them, however, are
shared goals of national security, economic growth, promotion of democracy and

humanitarian assistance. The identification of a diverse set of foreign aid objectives by these
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external actors also aligns with the broad goals articulated by the government, as exemplified
US State Department’s mission to ‘advance freedom for the benefit of the American people
and the international community by helping to build and sustain a more democratic, secure,
and prosperous world composed of well-governed states that respond to the needs of their
people, reduce widespread poverty, and act responsibly within the international system’ (US

Department of State and US Agency for International Development, 2007, p. 9).

Clear diagnosis, uncertain solution

Although this broad set of goals appears to be widely agreed upon, so too has been
the recognition of the negative implications of such issue diversity in hindering aid
effectiveness, as highlighted by the testimony below:

“The first sort of impediment or constraint that | see is a multiplicity of foreign
assistance goals. ...What is it that we are supposed to do? Are we supposed
to reward our friends and punish our enemies? Are we support to stop drug
trafficking, protect human rights, stop abortion, bring down population
growth? Who is [USJAIDS's constituency? The private sector in this
country? In the developing countries? Contractors here and abroad?’
Cornelia Flora, Professor of Sociology, Kansas State University
Testimony before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, Apr 23, 1986

'My study was only the most recent in a series to note the US foreign aid
suffers not from lack of direction, but from too many directions all at once.
Each one of the foreign aid goals is individually laudable. In aggregate, they
served a political purpose, forging a broad coalition to support the overall
program. However, this has also led to internecine warfare among
supporters, leading them to question the value of overall program.’
Mark Lowenthal, Senior Specialist
US Foreign Policy, Congressional Research Service
Testimony before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, Sept 30, 1992



24
‘For too long, our foreign assistance programs have lacked focus,
addressing instead a thousand agendas. There's an old saying that if you
are not clear about where you are trying to go, all roads lead there.’
Randall Tobias, US Foreign Assistance Director & USAID Administrator
Testimony before the House Committee on Foreign Affairs, Mar 8, 2007
Despite the continual acknowledgement of the negative implications of such issue
diversity, there was a notable absence in witness testimony of tangible strategies to bring
greater coherence to the breadth of goals foreign aid is expected to achieve. This diagnosis,
observed over more than two decades, was not accompanied by specific policy solutions to
address the very problem that has been identified, highlighting the persistent uncertainty in

how best to approach system reform. Thus, while problems with the current approach have

been well diagnosed, clearly articulated policy solutions to address them remain elusive.

Narrow interest involvement

The shared set of broad policy goals may be reflective in part of the players involved
in the debate. The classification of witness affiliations illustrated in Table 1.1 suggests that
foreign aid represents a relatively closed policy subsystem, dominated by bureaucratic and
implementation experts, predominantly generalists who did not represent other policy
subsystems or specialize in one particular aid sector (e.g. health, agriculture, environment).
Nearly one half of all witnesses at reform hearings came from within the government, with
designated federal agency officials appearing before Congress by far the most often. No
witnesses came from outside of the United States and none represented citizens groups.
Although nationally representative poll data indicate that two-third of respondents support

US spending on development aid (Program on International Policy Attitudes, 2005), they are
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not organized to advocate for this cause. Even among the many non-governmental
organizations that have testified at reform hearings across the years, only two organizations
have appeared more than three times: InterAction, the national coalition of development
agencies, and the World Wildlife Fund.

The distribution of witness affiliation across organizational categories was
comparable among the wider sample of witnesses testifying at all non-appropriations
hearings (n=948), with two exceptions. In the wider sample, witnesses affiliated with think
tanks only represented 6% of the total number of witnesses, proportionally less than half as
many as the 14% participating in reform hearings. Instead, business representatives
constituted 12% of witnesses in all non-appropriations hearings, compared with only 5% in
reform hearings. The larger proportion of witnesses testifying on behalf of US business can
be largely accounted for by the participation of national agricultural associations in hearings
addressing food aid policy. These relatively minor differences notwithstanding, the wider
sample of all non-appropriations hearings was also dominated by federal agency officials,
secondarily by NGO representatives, with business, think tanks, academics and non-

committee members of Congress comprising a much smaller share of total witnesses.
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Table 1.1 Classification of witnesses testifying at foreign aid system reform hearings*

Witness Affiliation Witness Appearancest
Federal agency 109 (43%)
USAID 48
State Dept 32
Treasury Dept 6
Defense Dept 4
GAO 4
Other federal agency 15
NGO 69 (27%)
InterAction 9
World Wildlife Fund 4
Other NGO 56
Think tank 35 (14%)
Overseas Development Council 7
Center for Global Development 7
Heritage Foundation 5
Center for International & Strategic Studies 4
Other think tank 12
Academia 19 (7%)
Business 14  (5%)
Member of Congress 10 (4%)
Total number of withesses 256  (100%)

* Foreign aid system reform hearings: n = 34
T Witness affiliation listed for organizations appearing more than three times

Weak, diffuse policy targeting
By its very nature, foreign aid policy targets a diffuse, distant population: individuals,
communities and governments across the globe. Through the breadth of its issue definition,

policy beneficiaries could be expanded further to include two additional, broad groups: US
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business, who benefit from investment and market growth opportunities, and US residents,
who benefit indirectly from reduced national security risks.

Even more notable than the diffuse nature of policy targeting was its absence, the
infrequency with which specific beneficiaries or target countries were mentioned. Among all
hearing summaries, only one third referenced a specific country or region. Even those that
targeted a particular geographic region did so in broad terms, most commonly addressing
food aid to Africa, followed by assistance to Eastern Europe and the former Soviet
Republics, the Middle East and Central America.

Paralleling the expansive and often unarticulated beneficiaries of US foreign aid
policy is the wide distribution of its burden. The financial cost of US foreign aid is dispersed
across the US population and represents a very small proportion of the national budget:
0.19% of gross national income in 2009 (Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development, 2010). Thus, with diffuse benefits and burdens, foreign aid policy could be
classified as majoritarian politics, with no prominent interest groups advocating for or against

its policies (Wilson, 2000).

Centralized institutional base

As evidenced above, the foreign aid policy subsystem enjoys a stable set of actors and
a shared set of ideas. Institutionally, it has a centralized organizational base in both the
legislative, and to a lesser extent the executive branch. Among all non-appropriations

hearings in the House of Representatives, more than half (57%) were held before the Foreign
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Affairs Committee and in the Senate, 62% of hearings were held before the Foreign
Relations Committee (Table 1.2). An additional fifth in each house were held before the
respective Hunger and Agriculture committees which oversee US food aid. Among reform
hearings, an overwhelming 86% took place in the House Committee on Foreign Affairs and
83% in the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations. Thus, there do not appear to be ongoing
turf battles among different Congressional committees as to who retains jurisdiction over

foreign assistance policy.

Table 1.2 Congressional committees holding foreign aid hearings
Hearing Type

Committee Non-appropriations* System reformt
Number Percentage Number Percentage

House of Representatives

Foreign Affairs 53 57% 19 86%

Hunger (select) 11 12