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Quality of Development Cooperation 
 

Executive Summary  

Background and purpose of the study  

The changing landscape of development cooperation and global development 
challenges implies a greater diversity of practices and policies to deliver 
sustainable development results. The effectiveness with which different actors 
provide assistance takes new shapes and forms.  

Mutual accountability, as a principles framed in the early 2000s, gained 
increasing importance in reviewing progress on ODA effectiveness in recent 
years. Greater conceptual clarity on how greater accountability for development 
cooperation commitments – quantitative ODA commitments, and the full range 
of qualitative practices devised by different actors– can support the realization of 
a vision for an effective multi-layered accountability architecture for 
development cooperation in the post-2015 era.  

Against this backdrop, this background paper:  

a) identifies how different actors promote sustainable development results 
through effective development cooperation;  

b) shows how mutual accountability for development cooperation, and 
efforts to strengthen transparency and capacity building, have 
contributed to the enhancement of effective ODA delivery;  

c) assesses how different actors will strengthen their monitoring and 
accountability to support implementation of a unified and universal 
development agenda that addresses poverty eradication and sustainable 
development and applies to all countries.  

The paper complements other background readings and serves to inform 
participants in particular for the first two sessions of the symposium.  

Effectiveness of development cooperation  

ODA effectiveness is a critical pillar of the development cooperation agenda 
today. It takes shape in tandem with continued calls for delivery on promises 
made on the quantity of ODA flows.  

A large number of quality issues have been addressed and unpacked. They 
include:  

a) effectiveness of the allocation and delivery of ODA flows: transparency in 
aid allocation (between sectors and countries); level of aid 
concessionality; alignment to country priorities; disbursement flexibility; 
delivery instruments responsive to country needs; providing aid on 
budget and ensuring parliamentary engagement; predictability; 
alignment to national frameworks; harmonization of disbursement; 
coordination; targeting to the poor; effective institutions.  

b) country ownership of ODA use: existence of national development 
strategy; context specific approaches; policy and procedural 
conditionalities; untying of aid; enabling environment for civil society, 
global funds, private sector and other stakeholders; deepening 
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engagement with parliamentarians; gender equality and the 
empowerment of women.  

c) impact of ODA: use of reliable country systems and avoid Parallel 
Implementation Units; measurement of results through country results 
frameworks; accountability as overarching framework for development 
results; harmonization of operational procedures and division of labour; 
joint donor missions and analysis; leveraging ODA for other financing for 
development; greater exchange and transparency of information on 
development cooperation;  

Negotiations for the 2015 or 2016 review conference on financing for 
development will show which aspects of development cooperation effectiveness 
will be considered as common concerns of all UN Member States. It will provide 
an ideal entry point for a discussion on how ODA effectiveness can be featured in 
a post-2015 development agenda. The Global Partnership for Effective 
Development Cooperation can make an important contribution to this 
discussion.  

The narrow „aid effectiveness“ discussion, while still of great relevance to many 
recipient countries, is considered inadequate for some providers who have 
developed their own approaches to delivering effective assistance to the poor. 
Different non-DAC providers reiterate key aspects of the effectiveness with 
which they are trying to deliver their assistance:  

a) South-South development cooperation: Southern partners follow a multi-
dimensional approach that implies different forms of partnership that are 
based on: horizontality and equal distribution of benefits among equals; 
their voluntary nature; a focus on the demand by recipient countries; non-
conditionality and flexibility; a long-term results orientation and cost-
effectiveness; timely and speedy delivery; emphasis on projects; and the 
importance of providing disbursement information.  

b) Private sector: There is great need for research on the effectiveness and 
development impact of businesses. Evidence from research on using aid 
as a catalyst concludes that the private sector engagement should be 
based on: the impact and identified outcomes; alignment; engaging 
donors; use aid only if no private sources are available; ensure a poverty 
focus and maximize the catalytic effect.  

c) Private philanthropic organizations: While reliable information on their 
effectiveness is also scarce, foundations tend to be largely motivated by 
their social impact. They apply different instruments, partially derived 
from the corporate sector, and seem to concentrate on their ability to: 
respond quickly to demand; harness the advantages of their proximity to 
recipients and ability to engage local partners; and deliver with limited 
conditionalities. Yet, they may deliver off budget and use parallel systems, 
increasing fragmentation and transaction costs. Their support can also be 
supply-driven and they may not be active in low-income countries.  
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d) Civil society organizations: As advocates and implementing partners, 
CSOs have committed to demonstrate a sustained organizational 
commitment to transparency, multiple accountability, and integrity in 
their international operations, and to transparent relationships with CSOs 
and other actors. Their ability to deliver effectively depends on an 
enabling environment for development as well as an effective process to 
monitor their voluntary commitments better. Their proximity, speed and 
flexibility of delivery make them unique partners. They are facing 
challenges as they are rarely engaged in national development planning, 
and have difficulties in aligning and harmonizing with others, delivering 
transparently and handling donors‘ conditionalities or prerogatives for 
tying of aid monies channelled through them.  

e) Local and regional governments: Development cooperation at local level, 
and through decentralized development cooperation – between LRGs –, is 
characterized by a strong sense of genuineness and shared responsibility 
for sustainability. LRGs focus on effective delivery of services and 
ownership and accountability for results. More evidence is needed on 
how they can address the challenges underpinning their effectiveness.  

f) Multilateral organizations: The example of the United Nations system 
illustrates the challenges multilaterals are facing in strengthening the 
effectiveness of their operational activities for development. The UN is 
following up through the Quadriennial Comprehensive Policy Review 
(QCPR) to implement recommendations. The assessment of the quality of 
funding for operational activities shows the implications it has on the 
effectiveness with which services can be provided.  

Progress in implementing mutual accountability  

Progress on mutual accountability and transparency has generally been slow and 
patchy. However, where strong national MA and transparency processes have 
developed, supported in part by strong global processes, they have had a major 
impact on changing programme country and provider behaviour, and on 
improving the results achieved by development cooperation. It is therefore vital 
for the international community to accelerate its efforts to promote MA and 
transparency in order to advance development.  

Mutual accountability (MA) is a framework to help analyse the practices of 
holding each other to account for promises made on ODA commitments, geared 
towards greater cost-effectiveness and freeing of funds for development 
operations. It is increasingly accepted as the conceptual framework to promote 
sustainable development results, through development cooperation, by instilling 
trust and learning, helping to balance the onus of monitoring and reporting to 
free up capacities in developing countries and by making better use of cost-
effective modalities and predictable funding.  

National and global MA mechanisms, supported by efforts to promote 
transparency of information on development cooperation, need to be more 
mutual (reciprocal by monitoring more closely providers); inclusive (more open 
to ensure full consultation of all actors); and evidence-based (based on 
information of different providers). With the shifting focus of the global 
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development agenda, there is a lack of clarity on the type of commitments to be 
reviewed.  

National-level mutual accountability  

There is a multiplicity of forums at national level in most programme countries 
for dialogue with providers on issues related to development and the funding 
needs of the national development programme. The challenge is making these 
into effective MA mechanisms. Programme countries also often have multiple 
performance frameworks established by providers.  

Analysis of the enablers of MA (national aid policies, frameworks with annual 
targets for individual provider, high-level dialogue structures, etc.), conducted in 
2011, revealed that there has been some progress in strengthening them, and in 
analysing aspects of the effectiveness of development cooperation. However, in 
most countries this is confined to designing aid policies, with limited progress on 
assessing providers based on individually-monitored targets. Progress in formal 
MA processes varied and non-executive stakeholder engagement remained 
limited.  

National-level transparency 

Transparency varied sharply across different types of aid information, and 
different providers and in some key areas it remained weak. Major challenges in 
making information accessible were registered, even though some programme 
countries were making greater efforts at accessibility.  

International mutual accountability and transparency  

A number of persisting knowledge gaps continue to hinder the consolidation of 
the many global and regional mutual accountability mechanisms and initiatives. 
Regional initiatives are critical to exchange experiences and build capacity, 
including by non-executive stakeholders.  

While the influence of the DCF has been growing by establishing best practices 
and identifying standards in the functioning of MA mechanisms to produce 
behaviour change, the Paris Declaration has been the most significant influence 
(in 2011).  

Impact of national level mutual accountability on behaviour change 

Strong mutual accountability mechanisms have had a major effect on programme 
government and provider behaviour and enhances development results. There is 
greater awareness of the factors most influencing change and evidence of such 
change at country level. (A separate policy brief provides an update on the impact 
of global and regional MA mechanisms).  

Supporting implementation of the post-2015 development agenda 

The move to a universal and unified development agenda will require an 
accountability architecture that is comprehensive, flexible with respect to 
specific mandates, yet robust, holding different actors to account according to 
their differing responsibilities.  
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Based on analysis conducted for the DCF, and stakeholder views, three next steps 
could help to ensure existing efforts for monitoring and accountability at all 
levels are addressing key priorities of Member States and other stakeholders:  

a) Strengthen the current MA architecture for ODA effectiveness by making 
progress on setting up, or strengthening existing MA enablers to show the 
impact MA can have on stakeholder behaviour, and to overcome major 
challenges;  

b) Invest in independent analysis of how MA as a concept can support the 
implementation of the post-2015 development agenda, including by 
reviewing existing efforts and positions by all actors and in support of 
progress on development cooperation commitments that may be 
captured in a renewed global partnership for development;  

c) Jointly work towards an independent and regular global assessment of 
the effectiveness of development cooperation, taking into account aspects 
of importance to all actors, building on the vast range of respective 
strengths and addressing cost-saving opportunities for all partners and 
the “unfinished aid effectiveness business”. 
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