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Assessing ODA Effectiveness at Country Level: 
A Joint Evaluation Proposal Note 
 
 
 
Background 
At the OECD/DAC Network on Development Evaluation meeting in November 2004, 
Denmark, the Netherlands, and Sweden presented a proposal for a joint pilot evaluation of the 
impact of the total combined ODA at country level.1  The proposal was a response to a call for 
more comprehensive perspectives in the evaluation of development co-operation initiatives by 
the DAC Chair in his Development Co-operation Report for 2003.  
 
The Paris meeting concluded that an evaluation of total ODA effectiveness would be very 
useful if it could be organised as a joint venture between one or several interested partner 
countries and their development partners among the donors. It was agreed that without strong 
partner country interest and ownership an evaluation of this kind could not be done. As the 
technical feasibility of the project was to some extent in doubt, however, introducing it to 
developing countries seemed somewhat premature. Instead Sweden, aided by Denmark and 
the Netherlands, was asked to further examine the technical issues.  
 
The results of a preliminary technical assessment were presented at a second meeting of the 
OECD/DAC Evaluation Network in 2006. Although important technical questions remained 
unresolved, members of the Evaluation Network now agreed that the best way to proceed was 
to adopt an approach of learning by doing. The next step was to invite interested partner 
countries to participate in one or several pilot country case studies.  
 
Purpose and rationale 
The need for a broader, more holistic, understanding of the effectiveness of ODA has 
increased with changes towards a more integrated architecture for international development 
co-operation. While the objectives of donor agencies and other developments organisations 
are increasingly aligned with the poverty reduction strategies of developing countries, 
however, evaluations are still mainly concerned with project and programme level effects. 
This is not a satisfactory state of affairs. Since ODA effectiveness increasingly depends on the 
joint efforts of a wide range of actors, it has in many cases become impossible and in some 
cases even irrelevant to try and attribute specific outcomes to the contributions of individual 
actors. In order to establish to what extent ODA has been useful to developing countries, the 
combined performance of all development actors – donor agencies as well as developing 
country governments and civil society organisations – would have to be reviewed.  
 
As formulated by the DAC Chair, evaluations of total ODA effectiveness would serve the 
purpose of providing parliaments and citizens in both donor and developing countries with 
                                                 
1 Gus Edgren 2005. Assessing ODA at Country Level: Proposal for a Joint Study.   
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better information about development co-operation results at a time when development 
funding is on the increase. There is a strong and justified demand for such information. In 
addition, total ODA evaluations would be useful to those directly involved in development 
co-operation efforts. While a majority of economists now seem to agree that, on average, 
development co-operation is conducive to economic growth, much remains to be understood 
about variations in impact between countries and regions. Furthermore, development is not 
only about economic growth. It is about poverty reduction, health, education, and human 
wellbeing generally. Here, again, ODA effectiveness varies from country to country. 
 
For developing countries, evaluations of total ODA effectiveness might provide further 
benefits. First, as such evaluations would assess ODA effectiveness in a broad perspective of 
country development and country level needs and priorities they are likely to be more useful 
to national decision makers than donor agency evaluations assessing results against more 
narrow project and programme level objectives. Second, if evaluations of total ODA could be 
made to serve their intended purpose, they would lead to a reduction in the number of country 
level evaluation initiated by individual donor organisations and so help reduce development 
co-operation transaction costs. Evaluations of total ODA would thus seem to be an 
appropriate evaluation response to the principles of the Paris Declaration.  
 
 
Organisation and design 
A total ODA evaluation must be a co-operative endeavour between a developing country and 
its external development partners. Its organisational framework would be worked out between 
its primary stakeholders. In principle, however, the host country and its development partners 
would be equally involved at all levels and stages of the evaluation process. There would be a 
joint steering committee, a joint panel for quality assurance, and an evaluation team including 
a representative diversity of perspectives. To the greatest extent possible, the partner country 
should be responsible for the management of the evaluation. 
 
It has been suggested that the evaluation should be guided by the quality standards for 
development co-operation evaluation currently tested by the OECD/DAC Network for 
Development Co-operation Evaluation (www.oecd.org.). It would in any case be expected 
conform to high standards of integrity, professional competence, and stakeholder 
participation.  
 
The following would be key features of an evaluation of total ODA effectiveness as it has 
been discussed among the members of the OECD/DAC Evaluation Network:   
 
• Country development perspective. The evaluation would look at the impact of total ODA 

within a broader context of host country development. It would describe changes in 
selected national development indicators over time and try to understand how far ODA 
has made a difference to those changes. It would then also assess the relevance of the total 
ODA contribution to nationally defined development needs and priorities.  

 
• Focus on development impact. The evaluation would focus on the end results of ODA, its 

impact on poverty reduction and quality of life indicators (longevity, health, food security, 
education, governance, etc.). Process issues, questions about aid modalities, policy 
dialogue, capacity building, etc. would be considered, but mainly as they affect results at 
the level of poverty reduction and welfare. The evaluation would seek to contribute to our 
understanding of ‘what works’ (and what does not work) in the country in question.  
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• Broad coverage and long-term perspective. While not trying to assess the total 

development impact of total ODA – too big a task in most countries - the proposed 
evaluation would still to cover a broad range of impacts. A long-term time perspective 
would also be required. It has been suggested that the evaluation might be organised in 
two phases, the first a broader study of country development, including development co-
operation, intended to identify a more narrow set of key impact issues, the second a more 
intensive study of those issues.  

 
• Focus on the impact of combined donor support and the development co-operation system 

rather than on the contributions of individual actors. An evaluation of total ODA would 
assess the effects of the development co-operation system as a whole and it would also 
provide stakeholders with an opportunity to compare the effectiveness of different 
channels and modes of co-operation. However, it would not deal with the contributions of 
individual donors as such.  

 
• Partnership. A total ODA evaluation should be organised as a joint undertaking between a 

host country government and its external development partners. It would be governed by a 
joint steering committee and there would be a jointly established quality assurance panel. 
The evaluation team should include both local and international evaluators.  

 
• Interdisciplinary research process. The evaluation would have to draw on expertise from 

a variety of academic fields and it should be well grounded in the country context.  
 
From a research point of view an evaluation of total ODA represents a new and formidable 
challenge. In many cases, rigorously establishing relations of cause and effect is bound to be 
difficult, or even impossible. However, if it can establish links of plausible association 
between development co-operation inputs and development changes, a total ODA evaluation 
will in many cases have usefully served its purpose. 
 
This proposal speaks about pilots and case studies. However, it is not assumed that there is 
one evaluation design to be replicated in each and every case. Total ODA evaluations will 
vary with the country context.  Factors such as the size and profile of ODA, the availability of 
data, and the specific interests of key stakeholders will all affect the design.  
 
For any total ODA evaluation, the main standard of success is that it meets the information 
needs of its principal stakeholders, not that it provides useful inputs to total ODA evaluations 
elsewhere, although this is also desirable.  
 
Implementation 
At a donor stakeholder meeting in Stockholm October 25, 2006 a process for contacting 
partner countries was agreed. It was decided that in a first phase only one pilot evaluation 
would be undertaken and that an interested African country should participate in this study. 
This pilot evaluation would be complement by a related but not identical total ODA 
evaluation in Asia initiated by the Asian Development Bank and the World Bank. Depending 
on the outcome of these two studies, further evaluations might follow.  Ideally, total ODA 
evaluations would reduce the need for donor specific evaluations at country level. Close 
collaboration with the planned evaluation of the implementation of the Paris Declaration is 
also envisaged.  
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It was further decided that a list of five suitable case study countries should be established and 
that all the countries on the list would be asked to consider if and how a total ODA evaluation 
might be useful to them.  A meeting would then be convened to select one of the countries 
that had expressed an interest in the project. The present memo is intended to provide a 
common platform for consultations with the selected countries. 
 
A large number of countries were mentioned during the Stockholm meeting, and had it not 
been agreed that only five should be consulted at this stage, the list would have been different. 
The criteria applied in the selection process included the ODA/GDP ratio, timeliness in 
relation to JAS processes, possible links to the recently initiated evaluation of the 
implementation of the Paris Declaration, and possible evaluation overloading.  
 
The following five were identified as countries to be approached: 
 
Burkina Faso 
Ghana 
Mali 
Moçambique 
Zambia  
 
The planning for the evaluation should begin as soon as an evaluation partnership has been 
established. As noted above the organisational details of the evaluation as well as its scope 
and design would be decided within the framework of the partnership. It is expected that the 
evaluation would take approximately two years to complete. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


