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The value for money (VfM) agenda in overseas aid has been a more recent part of the 
aid effectiveness debates of the last twenty years.  While these debates have focussed on 
whether aid objectives have been met, or if there has been an impact, there is another 
question related to that and that is has the aid has been well spent, has there been no 
waste, and has it all been worth the investment? This has been put into the rubric of 
economy, efficiency and effectiveness to which some may add equity (or fairness). This 
is the basis of the value for money debates. The danger is that these can then quickly fall 
into cost exercises where comparative costs are made across different contexts or 
worse still if one type of social reforms represents better VfM than another: if 
vaccinations are better VfM than primary schools or some such. Of course there are a 
number of traps here and if crude measures are used aid can be less, not more, effective. 
In AusAID most of the early work on VfM has been done with NGO programs probably 
because they are relatively small and lay outsides the complexity of intergovernmental 
bilateral relationship or multilateral organisations.  
 
The general approaches to VfM in NGO programs have been to look at the processes 
involved and ask if those processes likely to ensure that there is adequate cost control, 
awareness of alternatives, and the like. If however the suggestion is that rather than 
descriptive processes are looked but metrics are attempted, to lead to league table and 
measures of alternatives, then a whole host of questions emerge. The most obvious ones 
being VfM for whom, what, where, and when, which hese are not trivial questions, and 
depending on how they are answered (and weighted) can affect aid allocations or long 
term results.    
 
This paper will look at a number of these issues in the case of NGO program which are 
often if not usually about micro level (sub-district) social change. The key issue for these 
sorts of programs is the time frame to socialise the type of change envisaged (may take 
10-20 years and so are often there for the long-haul). The other issue is being able to 
predict changes over time: programs evolve and so what was known at the start is built 
upon with new knowledge as change occurs. Part of this is to do with the unexpected 
and unknowable.  Finally, how can meaningful comparisons be made across programs. 
Context if not everything is nearly everything in development. The paper will end with 
some ideas on ways forward which might be able to demonstrate what VfM means in a 
particular context while avoiding league tables, or King Solomon choices.  
 
 


