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FINDINGS FROM ANALYTICAL WORK ON TRIANGULAR 

CO-OPERATION 

Speaking Notes for Karen Jorgensen  

at the Policy Dialogue on Triangular Cooperation (Lisbon, 16-17 May 2013) 

Session 1. Setting the scene: Interim findings from OECD analytical work on 

triangular co-operation 

 

 

Distinguished participants, ladies and gentlemen, 

 

I would like to start by thanking all of you for attending this Policy Dialogue on 

Triangular Co-operation. You have all contributed to the analytical work on 

triangular co-operation carried out by the OECD. Your participation was essential 

and is greatly appreciated. 

 

I also thank the Government of Portugal, in particular the Secretary of State and 

the Camões Institute. They have been strong supporters of our work, first by 

helping to organise a brainstorming meeting here in Lisbon in September 2012 

and now by hosting this Policy Dialogue. 

 

I will take a few minutes to present the key findings from the analytical work we 

have produced, which I hope will help inform our discussions later today and 

tomorrow. 



I. ANALYTICAL WORK ON TRIANGULAR CO-OPERATION 

 

In the last year, the OECD has conducted a series of activities to help clarify what 

triangular co-operation is, how it is implemented and how it can support 

development effectively. We adopted an inclusive approach, involving all key 

partners in triangular co-operation: providers of development cooperation, 

developing countries and international organisations.  

 

This work has resulted in: 

 A literature review, up-dating some earlier work. 

 A survey report based on responses from 73 countries and organisations 

engaged in triangular co-operation. Responses were received from 26 

providers of development cooperation, 16 international organisations and 

31 developing countries. 

 A brainstorming meeting with 24 experts with in-depth knowledge and 

practical experience of triangular co-operation. We will hear more about 

some interesting messages from this meeting a little later. 

 

These three pieces of work map the current “state of play” in triangular 

co-operation, identify the characteristics and the conditions for good triangular 

co-operation, and propose some options for the way ahead.  
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I will now present the findings emerging from the literature review and the survey 

on triangular co-operation.  

II. FINDINGS EMERGING FROM LITERATURE REVIEW AND SURVEY REPORT 

 

What is triangular co-operation? Is it North-North-South? North-South-South? 

Developed country-MIC-LIC? 

 

The literature review and the survey found that there are multiple descriptions of 

triangular co-operation but no internationally agreed definition. Descriptions of 

triangular co-operation vary according to the actors involved, roles attributed to 

each partner and the modalities used. Some descriptions include non-state 

actors, such as civil society organisations and the private sector, as well as 

governments and international organisations. 

 

At the same time, there seems to be a shared view that: 

 Triangular co-operation involves partners playing three roles: a facilitator, a 

pivotal partner and a beneficiary. 

 The facilitator helps to connect countries and organisations to form a 

triangular partnership and gives financial and/or technical support to 

the collaboration. 

 The pivotal partner often has proven experience and shares its 

knowledge and expertise through triangular co-operation. 



 The beneficiary is the target for the development results to be 

achieved by the initiative and is responsible for ensuring that results 

are sustainable. 

 

 This classification in three “types of partners” was a conclusion of the 

brainstorming meeting we held in Lisbon. Mr Takouo will be able to give 

you more details about the messages coming out of this meeting in some 

minutes. 

 Triangular co-operation also unites different development partners in 

pursuit of the common goal of reducing global poverty and promoting 

sustainable development. 

 

The literature review and the survey found that there are many different ways of 

establishing triangular co-operation. Since triangular co-operation is designed to 

capture opportunities for collaboration and learning among different 

development partners, there is no single way for triangular co-operation to 

happen. From the brainstorming meeting we had, there were two examples that 

I found particularly interesting. These examples broke with some of my own 

assumptions of what was triangular co-operation: 

 Japan-Sri Lanka-Tanzania 

 US-South Africa-Southern African countries 

 

Our work also found that triangular co-operation is happening in every region 

and almost every sector, particularly through projects of technical assistance. We 
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found examples particularly in Africa, Asia and Latin America, and on 

government and civil society, agriculture, health and multi sector/cross cutting 

issues. Those most active and most often partnering in triangular co-operation 

are: 

 The United Nations’ agencies. 

 Japan, Germany, Spain and the United States. 

 Brazil, Chile, China, Mexico and South Africa. 

 

Triangular co-operation tends to take place among countries in a region, with 

common features, such as common language or similar cultural heritage. 

 

It is difficult to estimate the volume of triangular co-operation activities. There is 

very little information available in the literature, and many survey respondents 

could not provide the exact number of activities implemented, or the amount of 

financial resources involved. This indicates that better tracking of the number and 

volume of triangular co-operation activities is an important area for future work.  

 

Knowledge sharing emerged in the survey as a clear benefit in triangular 

co-operation along with mutual learning and capacity development. Triangular 

co-operation usefully builds on the comparative advantages and 

complementarities between the different actors involved, creating opportunities 

for sharing knowledge and expertise.  



 

DAC members and international organisations also found that triangular 

co-operation helps strengthen their relationships with providers of South-South 

co-operation. In addition, they also see other advantages: building capacity of 

developing countries to manage South-South co-operation, and the possibility of 

drawing on the expertise of developing countries to conduct successful 

development co-operation. Developing countries see financial and technical 

support from DAC members and international organisations as a key advantage 

in triangular co-operation. 

 

However, there are several challenges for triangular co-operation. Co-ordination 

seems to be the key concern. Both the literature review and the survey indicate 

that difficulties in co-ordination can lead to higher transaction costs, in 

comparison to bilateral co-operation. However, the participants of the 

brainstorming session said that this is not always the case. 

 

According to the survey, the co-ordination challenge arises particularly from: 

 Differences in work style. 

 A lack of specific guidelines for engaging in triangular co-operation. 

 A lack of developing countries’ capacity to engage in development 

co-operation. 
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 Strict requirements made by providers of development cooperation when 

negotiating with developing countries.  

 

The challenge is therefore to be flexible and adaptable to the needs, culture and 

contexts of different partners.  

 

There is also a general lack of monitoring and evaluation of triangular 

co-operation. This hampers greater understanding of outcomes and makes it 

difficult to demonstrate its results and impact. 

 

Good triangular co-operation should also count on the active engagement of all 

partners, should respect ownership, have a strong learning component and 

demonstrate added value in comparison to bilateral co-operation. It should 

make use of partners’ comparative advantages and create synergies and 

opportunities for sharing knowledge and build capacity. 

III. THE WAY AHEAD 

 

To conclude, I would like to say a few words about what could be done in the 

future to strengthen triangular co-operation. The literature review and the survey 

suggest that development partners could:  

1. Share how they created opportunities for exchange of knowledge, 

learning and building capacity through triangular co-operation. 



2. Share lessons on how to deal with transaction costs. This could be done by 

examining which institutional frameworks and arrangements can help 

reduce such costs. 

3. Develop few and flexible guidelines that could support co-ordination and 

ensure quality in triangular co-operation. This should be done without 

creating an extra burden on the parties involved. 

4. Regularly collect statistics and information on triangular co-operation. 

5. Monitor and evaluate triangular co-operation more closely. More 

evaluations should help us understand its advantages, draw lessons on 

how to meet its challenges, and provide evidence of its contribution to 

development and added value relative to other types of cooperation. 

 

The findings from the OECD analytical work were discussed at a brainstorming 

meeting in Lisbon last September. We will hear more about the conclusions of the 

brainstorming meeting in a moment. For us at the OECD, the important point was 

that the findings emerging from our analytical work resonated with a group of 

experts in triangular co-operation and provided them with a basis for advancing 

our collective thinking and understanding. We hope to take that process one 

step further at this Policy Dialogue through your feedback and comments on the 

conclusions from the brainstorming meeting. 

 

Thank you. 


