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The great foreign aid debate has reached an impasse. Opposers of aid sit at two extremes — those
who believe it does not work and those who believe it is an imperialist agenda. Supporters of aid
believe that aid can work better, particularly if it is managed better.

This review of the current state of the aid effectiveness literature finds it has been dominated by
economic theories of development since the 1940s, but relatively quiet on actual theories of aid. Aid
should help achieve development aims, but these aims are disputed and changing. Considerations
of power relations and politics have been neglected in spite of the evidence. The experience of the
non-government organisations may be helpful in this regard.

Meanwhile the concept of foreign aid has broadened to development cooperation and aid
effectiveness has become ‘development effectiveness’, with no clear consensus on what this
actually means. Increased numbers of southern donors and non-government organisations have
multiplied the numbers of projects and different approaches. The rising complexity is detracting from
the basic question of what types of development cooperation or aid work best in what situations.

At least two things are needed to help resolve the debate: increased consideration of power and
politics in the prevailing economic theories, and more explicit and disaggregated theories of how
particular types of aid can help achieve development aims in particular circumstances. Moving the
debate in this these directions has implications for how best to measure the effectiveness of aid.



