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Key messages: Change the orientation of 

the aid program how? 

1. Use aid to support service systems, not 

services 

2. Take a ‘multi-level’ approach to 

engagement in decentralised contexts 

3. Broaden the range of strategies for 

working at subnational level 

 
and, across all of these areas, work politically, 

aware of the political dynamics at play 



Evaluation context: strategic use of aid 

investments in decentralised systems 

• Aid effectiveness agenda: aid 
programs driven by partner 
countries  

• OECD DAC reviews of Australian 
aid: greater use of ‘partner 
systems’ 

• ODI 2015: We need a ‘radical 

departure from the MDG approach’  and 
‘more explicit recognition of the political 
conditions that sometimes enable, but so 
often obstruct, development progress’ 

Source: http://www.odi.org/adapting-development 
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1. SERVICE SYSTEMS 
Use aid to support service systems, not services 

 



What is a 

service 

system? 



Provincial health authorities in PNG 
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Philippines roads 

Maternal and neonatal 
health Indonesia 
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Issues with ‘by-passing’ the service 

system 

• Missed opportunity to build capacity of the 

‘missing middle’ in service delivery 

• Outcomes may not be sustained due to 

lack of local ownership or know-how 

• Potential to undermine mandated roles and 

responsibilities 

 

 



2. MULTI-LEVEL 

ENGAGEMENT 
Take a ‘multi-level’ approach to engagement in 

decentralised contexts 

 



Dimensions of engagement  

National 

Provincial/regional 

Local 



Dimensions of engagement  

National 

Provincial/regional 

Local 

Line ministries (eg health, 
education, public works 

Central ministries (eg. 
home affairs, finance)  



Dimensions of engagement  

National 

Provincial/regional 

Local 

Administrators 

Elected 
leaders  

Citizens/ 
users 



Importance of clarifying purpose, rationale 

and related strategy 

• Multi-level engagement with the complexity 

of a ‘service system’ requires choices 

• Choices must be underpinned with 

analysis and clear decisions about what 

‘change’ the aid intends to achieve and is 

feasible 

 



Multiple 

possible 

ways to 

invest… 



Getting the balance of engagement 

right…with a clearly defined purpose 

• Risks of insufficient subnational engagement  

• Risks of insufficient national engagement  

• Risks of lack of a clear strategy or ‘theory of 

change’  

• Opportunity for impact based on a clear strategy 



3. SUBNATIONAL 

ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES 
Broaden the range of strategies for working at 

subnational level 

 



Challenges of working at subnational level 

• Capacity 

• Resources – e.g. unfunded mandates 

• Authority 

• Public financial management 

• Staff turn-over 

• Changing leadership 

• Different priorities 



Types of strategies for working at 

subnational level 

• Across a country program 

• Within a sector 

• Within individual investments 
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Across a country program 

• Provincial representatives (PNG) 

• Subnational strategy (PNG) 

• Governance as a foundation pillar 

(Philippines) 

Governance 
program 

Sector-
specific 
program 



Within a sector 
• Water and 

sanitation sector 

(Indonesia) 

 

• Health sector 

(PNG) 
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Within individual initiatives 

• Using performance 
incentives 

• Bringing together the 
‘demand-side’ and      
‘supply-side’ 

• Focusing on multiple 
subnational locations 

• Focusing on targeted 
locations 

• Building on local political 
leadership 

 



Key messages and conclusion 

Reorientation of the aid program for service 

delivery in decentralised contexts requires that 

we: 

1. Use aid to support service systems, not 

services 

2. Take a ‘multi-level’ approach to engagement  

3. Broaden the range of strategies for working 

at subnational level 

          ….and through all of this, work ‘politically’ 
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