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Executive Summary 
The discussions held during this workshop were intended to identify emerging topics of concern 
in the changing landscape of international development assistance, in order to set the foundations 
for a research agenda for the Institute for the Study of International Development at McGill 
University, informed by the concerns and needs of policy-making and implementation 
institutions. 

The main themes that emerged from this discussion are: 

• What is “development”? 
o The definitions and assumptions associated with the notion of development have 

changed substantially in recent decades, to allow for a more nuanced, less 
dichotomous or monolithic approach 

 
• What is new about the current context? 

o New actors have emerged, new concepts have appeared, and knowledge is 
becoming more important than financial assistance 

o China’s role in the political and economic arena has changed drastically 
 

• What should be the focus of development assistance? 
o Ownership of development projects should no longer rest with donors; non-state 

actors need to be incorporated; and knowledge assistance to support institutionally 
challenged states should be prioritised 

 
• What institutional challenges does this new context present? 

o Reconfiguring the G20 to include emerging and developing countries; reframing 
the role of international financial institutions 

 
• Whose views should be considered in formulating a new approach to development? 

o What roles should/can NGOs have in this process? 
o How can actors from the South be incorporated? 

 
• What is the role of research institutions in this process? 

o Capacity building and providing assisting in evidence-based policy making 
 

• What, specifically, could be ISID’s contributions? 
o Potential areas of research 
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Workshop: How Do We Cope Together? Questioning the Orthodoxies 

March 5, 2010 
Rapporteur’s Report 

 

The workshop was held under the Chatham House Rule. The following is therefore intended to 
reflect the content of the discussions and to highlight the major themes and proposals emerging 
from them. 

 

Overall setting 
In light of the significant transformations undergone by the global economy over the past decade, 
and taking into account the fact that the global economic crisis has imposed further change, 
leading perhaps to a fundamental shift in global economic power and influence relationships, this 
workshop is intended to address a series of important questions: 

Does this change demand a fundamental rethink of the international development assistance 
approach? Is the time now ripe to move to a clear southern-driven development model? From a 
southern perspective, have the needs shifted from financial resources to knowledge and technical 
assistance, or has the crisis reinserted finance as the primary need? Do the needs of middle- and 
low-income countries demand significantly different approaches based on a clear southern 
approach? Has the crisis led to greater differentiation between developing countries? 

The current development assistance model is clearly a model invented, driven and managed by 
the North. It has recently undergone slight modifications, but remains largely a northern-driven 
model. In the current context, is this still valid and relevant? If we were to take a fresh post-crisis 
approach to development from a clearly southern perspective, what would such an approach look 
like?  

One of the ideas motivating this workshop is to use these discussions as the foundation for a 
research agenda; to understand what we do and do not know, and what the pressing issues are. 
Conversely, from a policy making and implementation perspective, what are the questions that 
need answers? 

The following questions were proposed as a framework for the discussion: 
 

• What are the driving influences of a southern approach? 
• What would a southern approach look like? 
• What changes would have to happen in the South to legitimise such an approach? 
• Is such a change feasible and/or desirable? Can it happen? 
• Next steps? 
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Thematic discussion 
 

What is “development”? 
The general assumptions behind the workshop were raised as a possible concern, in so far as they 
presume that there is a single development model, and that this model is disputed. The argument 
was made that there had been a move away from a traditional North-centered development 
model before the financial crisis. In monitoring the responses of African governments to those 
changes, there appears to be the reinforcement of some positive trends in policy.  

It was noted that there is general agreement regarding the role of markets; polarisation occurs 
around the assumptions about the basic premises of this role. Looking back at the Washington 
Consensus, research shows that there needs to be both a strong government and strong markets, 
especially with regards to global public goods. 

The terminology used in the “Population bomb”1 piece is seen as no longer relevant, as are the 
concepts behind it. If we use the terms “developed”, middle-income and developing, the China 
would be considered to be developing. But if we use a redefined 1st, 2nd and 3rd world 
framework, China’s sheer economic and political power would clearly place it in the first world, 
certainly ahead of Canada. The old thinking is clearly no longer appropriate, and special 
attention must be given to China to change the perspective.  

The North/South dichotomy feels almost dead, given that experiences and countries are not that 
homogenous. Such a typology reflects the fact that geopolitical factors unrelated to development 
are impacting the development paradigm. In that sense, it is clear that foreign policy rather than 
development are guiding the decisions of multilateral institutions. 

The model proposed by Gladstone does not address the hierarchies created by experiences such 
as those of West Africa, where there is a strong French presence economically, militarily and 
politically.  

 
What is new about the current context? 
General 

We have seen the rise of new words such as “donors” and different relationships are evolving 
between the World Bank and different countries. Another important change relates to Latin 
America, traditionally a crisis driven region. In the latest financial crisis, it has fared relatively 
well, which is a testament to the fact that the governments there are setting a better institutional 
framework and that there is a lively private sector.  

Among the changes taking place in the international economy, we see that in the aftermath of the 
Cold War, the Western model went through a period of triumphalism, with free-rein capitalism 

                                                            
1 Jack A. Goldstone (2010); “The New Population Time Bomb” in Foreign Affairs; New York: Jan. /Feb. 2010; vol. 89 
Issue 1, pp. 31‐43. This article was part of the background documents for the workshop. 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being touted as the best solution for economic growth. Is there a new equilibrium where 
ownership of the development model is being taken everywhere?  

The concept and primacy of national sovereignty is also on the decline. What is development in 
this new paradigm?  

The rise of hybrid economies such as China, Brazil and India, which have huge modern and 
agricultural economies and act in both capacities on the world stage, represent an additional 
conceptual challenge. How do we define development in this context, especially with the loss of 
credibility for the deregulation of financial and economic systems? What is the new model? Do 
we need new terminology? Should we use the Human Development Index (HDI)? Should we 
instead speak of resilient and non-resilient economies or societies? Which structures of the old 
system are likely to survive or thrive in the new? Do we need new forms of organisation? 

Today, when we speak of development, we always have to include China, due to its obvious rise 
and its implications. More generally, all emerging economies have implications for the 
development community and represent a challenge to the world economic model. In the past, the 
world economy was based on centre and periphery economies which formed concentric circles. 
Now, the rising emerging economies are changing the model. In the wake of the financial crisis, 
the growth of these emerging economies is becoming the engine of the world economy.  

There are also challenges to traditional thinking on the donor based model which implies a moral 
obligation. This leads to one-way traffic, where the donors can ask for returns or results by 
placing conditionalities. But the thinking is now changing to two-way traffic; there are new 
issues beyond poverty reduction such as climate change, the environment, security and the 
international financial system, which represent a common challenge to all countries.  

The impact of new technologies on the availability and accessibility of information also needs to 
be taken into consideration. On the one hand, this has made the power of knowledge more 
accessible to citizens in the developing world. At the same time, this availability raises questions 
with regards to issues of intellectual property and to the nature of the sources of this information. 
Concretely, the example of Africa reveals the levelling effect of communications technology, 
allowing new actors to participate. However, technology can be very excluding, and this is 
typically the case with regards to women. New governance arrangements with regards t both 
technology and information need to be set up, perhaps considering these as public goods. 

China 

What does it mean that China and Asia are in a different place in the model offered in the 
Gladstone piece? The economic policies of China are not very different. The point is that Asia 
moved very fast, which suggests that something different happened there in terms of 
development; the thinking behind those processes was different from the one informing what is 
currently imposed. It should be noted however that rapid growth in China and India did not take 
place while the governments closely managed their economies, in spite of the existence of a 
stable government with very talented people. It was only when the private sector was released 
that entrepreneurism and skill led to rapid development.  

China’s international development assistance is not based on prescribing, but rather on providing 
the money and “letting people do”; the focus is on providing assistance with the implementation 
of development projects. 
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Will China become more involved in Africa? China is increasing its involvement in the 
developing world, but it has received a lot of criticism from the West. Its development and 
cooperation policy is quite different from that of the OECD. There is not a lot of information 
available from China at the moment, as it seeks to set up its own new development framework. 
One of the factors fuelling the criticisms of China’s development agenda is that China is not a 
member of the OECD, and so is perceived as not being bound by the aid effectiveness agenda 
established in Paris and Accra. 

The most important objective for China is to try to invest and set up projects. In this regard, it is 
facing the same problems that other development donors have faced. The consensus is that the 
right way to assess performance needs to be based on evidence of results. However, China is 
taking on some real challenges and being quite pragmatic with regards to aid effectiveness. This 
in turn has contributed to the current debates about whether or not China’s development 
assistance is qualitatively different from the model instituted by the West. It has been suggested 
that China’s involvement represents a positive departure from the arguably paternalist existing 
Western model of development assistance, whereby China would be approaching the same 
developing countries as equal partners. On the other hand, it has also been argued that China’s 
assistance is facing some of the same problems regarding a lack of involvement of the local 
partners in the decision-making process.  

 

What should be the focus of development assistance? 
What should be the optimal objective of development assistance: GDP growth, increased 
consumption or increased resilience/flexibility? 

We know more than we used to about what leads to growth, but it is still very complex to figure 
out the determinants or drivers of growth. If we consider the numbers for financial flows from 
Africa, we see that in 2007 53 billion dollars of those flows were private, followed by 
remittances amounting to 11-21 billion dollars; in comparison, the World Bank provided only 
4.7 billion dollars. The important conclusion from this observation is that, even prior to the 
crisis, individual actors were making decisions that impacted on the paradigm of development. 
This also raises the question of whose voice gets heard in defining any new paradigm. This 
suggests that we should focus more on citizen behaviour, not only in Africa but generally. 

Citizens are the only factor of production that is not really mobile in the current context. What 
are the development expectations of citizens? What drives them? It seems that consumption is 
the main driver, which is not necessarily illegitimate, but it raises the question as to whether such 
a focus is sustainable.  

Resilience and the management of risk seem to be key strategies in the newer rich countries, 
which have moved from the old traditional economic paradigm where there was no plan to save 
for a rainy day. There seems to be a growing realisation that the old model is not suitable 
anymore, given that existing multilateral and state institutions like the IMF are not seen -
especially by the wealthier developing countries- as performing the role of “lenders of last 
resort” due in part to the conditionality associated with their lending practices. Therefore, 
revenue management regimes or sovereign funds need to be put in place for national resource 
inflows such as the policies that have been in place in Botswana for some time. In East Asia, 
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formal regional mechanisms have been in place since the 1997 financial crisis, with the creation 
of a regional liquidity assistance system. The perceived success of this arrangement has lent 
credence to East Asia’s increasingly regional approach. In addition to addressing the issue of 
transparency, such funds would help to build resilience strategies in line with broad development 
strategies. It could also help build a more longitudinal approach to economies for the post-
Washington Consensus paradigm. 

The approach to assistance also needs to be reconsidered; the term “aid” is not really apt. There 
is a need to separate on the one hand aid to Least Developed Countries (LDCs), from 
development assistance programmes for wealthier nations. Indeed, the former requires special 
financial terms, as well as technological and knowledge support, whereas the latter requires 
building up the recipients’ ability to address socioeconomic problems by allowing them to use 
the expertise of the Bank for capacity building. There is a need to change the common-sense 
definition of development assistance as “aid to the poorest”. The Canadian government, for 
instance, seems to consider development assistance as a humanitarian activity rather than as the 
promotion of development; this approach fails to address the issue of growth. 

Two different themes need to be addressed. The first is the discussion about how to achieve 
growth, with or without a role for the North, and in this respect the provision of technical 
assistance by existing and experienced institutions can be a key factor2. A different conversation 
relates to discussions around development and aid, where multilateral institutions (MIs) have 
adopted new language, with the incorporation of terms like “country-driven” and “country 
systems”, but where it appears this change affects language only rather than informing action. In 
this context, the process of “Voice” reform at the World Bank has been a divisive exercise that 
has raised discomfort in the north, presumably as a result of the tension caused by a desire to 
retain power while wanting to say the right thing.  

There are a number of acronym programs and sectoral plans coming out of Washington and New 
York, but governments with serious health and economic problems have no ability to implement 
them. This suggests that development assistance should focus on one or two main issues and the 
provision of implementation infrastructure, rather than on prescribing policies. We must 
remember that development in the North/West happened with chaos and corruption, not within 
the streamlined parameters we seek to impose.  

While ownership of development projects is important, it should not signify the provision of 
funding for projects that are known not to work. There is already a move towards ex ante 
conditionality for middle income countries that have the capacity to define their policies. 
However, in Africa often 50% of a country’s budget is obtained from donors.  

The fact remains that successful development is not donor driven, and that East Asia and the 
West are no longer running the game. This is particularly relevant in the African context, where 
the question of ownership of the development process is especially salient. And this is the area 
where the challenges are. It seems that implementation is the vital element, combined with the 
leadership and ownership of a project by the government involved.  

It is easy to blame the donors for a lack of progress, but the argument can also be used to justify 
needed reforms. In that sense, conditionality only works once there is a reformer on the receiving 
                                                            
2 See also section on The Role of IFIs and the World Bank, below. 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end who asks for it. It should be remembered, however, that conditionality cannot substitute for 
government ownership. The meaning of responsibility is different for conditionality (where 
responsibility is due to the donors) and for ownership (where it is due to the citizens). 

The issue of the importance of reformers is another important topic to consider. How does one 
create or become a reformer? Reformers are a key element because they are needed to help 
transform bureaucracies. Commitment and responsibility on the part of the developing countries 
are both required, and democracy is not necessarily the best way to achieve this. 

It seems that the secret to development also rests in regional and sub-regional initiatives, and we 
don’t pay enough attention to them. When the World Bank talks of country systems, while it is a 
“sexy” trend, it is unclear what impact it has on the country. We also need to be sceptical about 
focusing too much on the higher end, and we should focus more on the interesting things that are 
happening and that are being led by the countries themselves. 

Another important contemporary issue is the rampant abuse of women, the cost of which has not 
been systematically researched. Such studies could be an important advocacy tool to help 
generate the political will to address this problem. One model for this could be the studies 
undertaken in the Caribbean linking violence in the region with the non-integration of male 
youth in society and in the economy. There is potentially a need for economic analysis of any 
advantage accrued to countries where women are empowered, as there is little information on the 
topic and the data is only partial and scattered. 

 

Institutional challenges 
G7 to G20 

The rise of emerging economies represents a challenge to the global economic order, which has 
moved from the G7 to the G20, with wider participation in decision-making bodies, pushing for 
a more balanced view on most international issues. While the G7 used to dominate the process, 
more and more countries are being included in these processes. It does not appear, however, that 
the whole structure is being fundamentally changed. It seems that the cause of the growth of the 
BRICs (Brazil. Russia, India and China) lies in the fact that they took advantage of the 
opportunities presented by globalisation, conceptualising the reform agenda as a long term, 
comprehensive process, and reaping the development and demographic dividends. 

The structures of the G20 are emerging, and therefore it is as yet unclear what it will do or how. 
But it is clear that the developing world is not included there. Given the current mandate of the 
G20, is it the right place to look for a Southern perspective? 

From the perspective of the People’s Republic of China, and given the implications for the world 
economies, there may be a need to reconsider the composition of the G20. The G20 is currently a 
club of strong and emerging economies, but many Asian countries such as Malaysia and 
Thailand want to be included. Beginning in 2003, China and other countries have been invited to 
informal discussions with G7/G8 leaders, but they have not been privy to the agendas for these 
meetings beforehand. Brazil, for its part, has proposed the establishment of more formal dialogs 
with the G8.  
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In future, we may see the emergence of three superpowers in the world: the US, the EU and Asia 
(led by China and Japan), all of which will need to have an input in decisions affecting the 
development agenda; however, regional groups might be a better location for such decisions. 
Regionalism and regional integration are growing in East Asia, but also in Latin America and 
parts of Africa.  

The role of International Financial Institutions (IFIs) and the World Bank 

There is a debate on what the role of the World Bank will be, as it is no longer the major source 
of funding for development assistance. It has been suggested that it should focus on the role of 
information technologies and the internet, through which citizens have a new level of access to 
information on which to act.  

While the Bank is still very influential, especially in Africa, China is emerging as an alternative 
source of funding for developing countries, with an alternative paradigm. Voice reform should 
lead to a transfer of shares to better reflect the economic weight of the Bank’s shareholders. 
However, getting share allocation right will be a process of at least 10 to 15 years. The current 
focus on nation states may need to be rethought to take into consideration regional and sub-
national forces, focusing on citizens rather than nation states.  

One of the assets of the Bank is that it has accumulated a lot of knowledge, specifically with 
regards to applied policy analysis, through lessons learned over the course of decades of work in 
international development assistance. In some respects, that knowledge is worth more than the 
money the Bank provides. Therefore, the Bank group could provide a very useful service if it 
were treated as an advisor or knowledge broker -not unlike existing private management 
consultancy firms-, able to provide concrete technical cooperation for project design and 
implementation. 

In this regard, the assets of the Bank reflect the challenge faced by multilateral institutions and 
UN Agencies: to find out how they can best contribute to the development process, to find their 
niches such as trying to be knowledge collectors/vendors/brokers. Institutions like the IMF are 
also taking on a more consultative approach, with different actions and approaches in different 
regions, for example by providing paid technical assistance in Latin America and Russia. 
Knowledge and technology assistance will likely be more important that the funding role, with 
MIs becoming more like “high-end but cheap” consulting firms.  

 

Whose views should be considered in formulating a new approach to development? 
NGOs 

Given the limitations of the nation-state model in multilateral institutions, any new paradigm 
must be adjusted to include the private sector and NGOs. This is particularly important in light of 
the rise of very large international foundations and other international NGOs such as the Gates or 
the Clinton Foundations, whose financial size affords them almost complete autonomy vis-à-vis 
either donor or recipient states and societies. At the same time, single-issue organisations, 
regardless of the worthiness of their issue, are increasingly present and able to dominate the 
development agenda in particular countries. As a result of this changing architecture, there is a 
vigorous debate about the proper role of such organisations. 



9 

 

However, formal state institutions are sometimes no more than empty shells, and therefore 
focusing on them exclusively would be ineffectual. If the focus is to be on the needs and interests 
of citizens, when governments fail to fulfill their obligations someone else needs to step in, and 
typically this role is taken up by NGOs. 

Empirically, there is evidence to show that NGOs (whether domestic or international) can be 
very effective, especially in providing services at the local level. These organisations can 
compensate for a lack of state capacity, and they can also help to overcome issues of 
representation through the involvement of civil society.  

While NGOs are playing a very important role in the current development paradigm, it must be 
remembered that there are some Northern NGOs whose activities actively block programmes in 
the South. There is to some extent a danger that NGOs will be the ones setting the agenda for 
development, and this raises a concern about the governance structure of the international/global 
development regime that needs to be addressed. This process in turn has an impact on, and 
represents a challenge to, representative democracy. The financial weight of some international 
NGOs provides them with significant resources that can achieve important gains for developing 
countries, but at the same time these resources can remove these organisations from the need to 
be accountable to either donors, states or even the communities they target for assistance. 

The discussions on the role of NGOs should also consider the political economy of the dynamics 
of their relations with the states in which they operate. In developmentalist states, NGOs are seen 
as having a legitimate place; the dynamics for a relationship already exist. In rentier states, on the 
other hand, there is little space where genuine exchanges can take place between the state and 
NGOs, regardless of their number. In the Philippines, for instance, there are very many local 
NGOs, linked by a variety of coordinating structures. However, they are run either by 
international donors or by local wealthy individuals, which calls into question their ability to 
represent civil society more broadly. 

While the debate about the role of NGOs is important, it should also be noted that from the 
perspective of NGOs, there is similar concern about the management of IFIs. Given their 
involvement in service provision at the local level, these organisations have been especially well-
placed to observe the lack of satisfaction on the part of citizens in the developing world with the 
existing institutions, be they national or international. 

“The South” 

Do we know what people are thinking in the South? There are many people in the South who are 
working precisely on the issue of a new paradigm for development and development assistance. 
Therefore, spaces need to be created to ensure that their thoughts are proactively and equally 
included.  

It is clear that the refashioning of multilateral institutions presents both a challenge and 
opportunity for this inclusion. NGOs and research institutions could also provide these spaces. 

 

The role of research institutions 
In spite of the fact that development agencies have focused mostly on primary education, with 
progressively diminishing assistance towards secondary and tertiary education, universities 
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represent key resources in developing countries. The lack of local capacity decried by 
development assistance providers can be overcome through timely investment in this area in the 
developing world. 

At the same time, the developed world should put its universities to work on research that has an 
impact on the decision-making and implementation processes of development policies. There 
seems to be a real disconnect in Canada between research institutions and policy centres, in that 
there is little “in-and-out” exchange between these two fields. As a result, there is a lack of 
mutual knowledge about each other’s interests, needs and existing resources. This is partly due to 
the fact that, traditionally, universities’ research agendas have not been sufficiently focused on 
concrete policy-oriented topics and approaches. At the same time, there seems to be a lack of 
awareness, from the policy-making institutions, of the clear possibility of establishing a 
synergistic relationship with interdisciplinary research institutions that ensues from the 
interdisciplinary nature of the needs of the civil service and of policy design and implementation.  

 

ISID’s potential contributions 
The purpose of the work done at ISID is to create a partnership to make our research relevant to 
policy, along the lines of the Harvard policy model3 for strategic management. In this regard, an 
awareness of the research needs of policy making institutions and organisations would be very 
helpful in defining a specific research agenda. Several concrete proposals for research themes 
emerged from the discussion: 

• There may be research to be undertaken, or at least a conversation to be had, regarding 
population movements and migration. Extremism on either end of the spectrum can have 
a disproportionate impact. In point of fact, the reaction to the security concerns of the 
past decade has involved isolation and movement control. This in turn gives rise to 
conflicting pressures that need to be managed, which will necessitate data collection and 
interpretation. 

• The architecture of the transition from the G7 to the G20 would also be an interesting 
area for research. What role will the G20 have as compared to the inherent groups within 
it? How do those decisions feed into bodies that guide development institutions? This 
could be part of an institutional perspective on global development changes. At the same 
time, there is a new exclusion emerging from the reconfiguration of global governance 
that does not take into account demographic, cultural and religious growth, which may 
lead to instability. Research in this area could be useful in informing those debates. 

• A good study on the percentage of services provided by NGOs would be very useful, to 
illuminate the questions of the efficiency of delivery from the perspective of both 
economics and governance. NGOs provide the services that they do primarily as a 
response to a lack of state capacity. If weak institutions are a problem, we need to 
understand and determine what the desirable framework would be. 

                                                            
3 The guiding principle behind this model is to increase the effectiveness of an organisation through improving the 
“fit” between it and the environment within which it operates: identifying the internal strengths and weaknesses 
of the organisation as well as the challenges and opportunities presented by the context. 


