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Preface

This study on the “visibility” of Official Development Assistance (ODA) is
part of a broader research project funded by the German Federal Ministry
for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) on “Development Pol-
icy: Questions for the Future”. 

Among other things, the project entails the analysis of concrete options for
improving the implementation of the international aid effectiveness agenda.
Specifically, the study undertakes a desk review aimed at hermeneutically
scrutinising the role played by “visibility” in the implementation of the
agenda, the only such attempt to formalise and pin down “good practices”
politically in the delivery of ODA. Though normative, the agenda gains its
political strength from the many signatories/endorsements of the Paris Dec-
laration on Aid Effectiveness, the Accra Agenda for Action and the Busan
Partnership for Effective Development Cooperation: since 2005 more than
150 countries and international organisations have signed the Paris Decla-
ration and therefore committed themselves to its implementation, despite
the acknowledged and reiterated political challenges that will entail. While
not legally binding, it is nevertheless the internationally recognised frame
of reference for the effective delivery of aid against which the concept of
“visibility” is rightly gauged and from which recommendations for policy
actions are derived. 

This study is based on interviews with representatives of the BMZ, the KfW
banking group, the German Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ) and
Welthungerhilfe, and on numerous conversations and exchanges with col-
leagues at the German Development Institute (DIE). I am grateful to all par-
ticipants for their thought-provoking contributions. The usual caveat applies.

Frank Vollmer Bonn, July 2012
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Executive Summary

Official development assistance (ODA) is constantly under pressure to
justify its raison d'être. Hence, calls for greater visibility – to prove to
parliaments and the public how ODA is used appropriately – are fre-
quently to be heard at the headquarters level of aid agencies, particu-
larly in ministries responsible for promoting development and in the
implementing bi- and multilateral development institutions. At the
same time, reports that such calls for greater visibility can undermine
efforts to achieve aid effectiveness continue to appear, particularly
among aid practitioners at field level in partner countries. With these
different views in mind, it is time to give more thought to visibility and
its implications for the aid effectiveness agenda. First, a conceptual dis-
cussion should be launched. A better understanding of the relationship
between the call for “greater visibility” and that for “greater effective-
ness” will then be necessary. Can ODA become more visible and
remain effective at the same time? Or does achieving one goal mean
sacrificing the other?

Aid effectiveness

The 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (PD) is internationally
acknowledged as marking a critical moment in the history of develop-
ment assistance and cooperation. The 56 commitments grouped under
the five principles of ownership, alignment, harmonisation, managing
for results and mutual accountability – deepened in the 2008 follow-up,
the Accra Agenda for Action (AAA), and given even greater emphasis
in the 2011 Busan Partnership for Effective Development Cooperation
– attempt to deconstruct old perceptions of competing development
partners (DPs) delivering ODA to (grateful) supplicants. Such compet-
itive and uncoordinated donor-driven aid supply did not live up to
ODA’s potential to reduce poverty in partner countries. On the contrary,
uncoordinated aid supply can have severe adverse effects and unin-
tended consequences in the partner country – such as higher transaction
costs, a major duplication of effort and increased aid management over-
heads – that impact negatively on the partner government’s ability to
address poverty effectively.

Increasing the visibility and effectiveness of development cooperation
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In response, the aid effectiveness agenda attempts to nurture awareness
of the need for development actors to meet as partners and peers who
rely on one another and subordinate individual interests where possible
in order to make progress towards the achievement of their shared
objective of making aid more effective so that 

a. poverty may be fought more efficiently and effectively; 

b. the return on the ODA provided is improved.

The rationale behind the agenda is basic: on paper, coordinated action
is more likely to increase value for money, since it should have a greater
impact for the beneficiaries than eventually achieved by merely com-
bining the individual and uncoordinated efforts of the DPs. Increasing
the return on the initial investment should be in the best interests of the
principals of ODA, such as the taxpayers in the DP country. 

Thus, while aid effectiveness is a concept that benefits from this basic
form of common understanding (among aid experts at least), visibility
has yet to be addressed conceptually.

Conceptualising visibility in the context of the aid effectiveness agenda

“Visibility” is a term frequently used in discussions surrounding the
international aid effectiveness agenda. It is mentioned, for instance, at
various points in the final reports of the first and second phases of the
evaluation of the Paris Declaration (published in 2008 and 2011,
respectively, to inform the third and fourth High Level Forums on Aid
Effectiveness held in Accra, Ghana, and Busan, South Korea). Yet,
while the term “aid effectiveness” has been the subject of a conceptual
discussion, the use of “visibility” – despite its prominence in the eval-
uations – tends to be based on an everyday understanding of the term.
It lacks a conceptual discussion: what is visibility, and how is it
achieved? Why is it sought, what are its benefits, and what threats does
it pose to the implementation of the agenda? This should benefit the
identification of parameters of a form of development cooperation that
is as visible as possible without concentrated efforts to achieve aid
effectiveness in the partner country being undermined. The present
study attempts to achieve this conceptualisation.

2 German Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE)

Frank Vollmer
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What is visibility?

“Visibility” is a transient term, but has two basic meanings: the “state
of being able to see or be seen” (Oxford Dictionaries, 2011), and the
“capability of being readily noticed” (Merriam-Webster 2011). In the
context of the aid effectiveness debate, it can therefore be placed
roughly between transparency – the open exchange of information
among development agents and with their respective principals – and
the public relations of agents who want to be noticed.

How is visibility achieved?

Visibility can be achieved through the use of any combination of signs,
symbols, phrases and words (descriptors) through which it is possible
to be noticed. As visibility is merely the capability of being noticed, the
options for establishing a notion are numerous. For example, the “Com-
munication and Visibility Manual for European Union External
Actions”, published by the European Commission (EC), identifies ban-
ners, photographs, display panels, leaflets, press releases, press confer-
ences, press visits, brochures and newsletters, websites, commemora-
tive plaques, vehicles, supplies and equipment, promotional items,
audiovisual productions, public events and visits and information cam-
paigns as the main elements (or channels) for its communication and
visibility plan (EC 2010, 17).

The channels chosen for achieving visibility depend on a number of
mutually influencing factors, ranging from 

1. the reason / motivation for being visible and 

2. the target group, including its attention span, to 

3. the phase in which the desire for visibility arises. 

If, for instance, visibility becomes an objective of development actors
in the course of a humanitarian crisis (phase), aid pledges and commit-
ments will be announced immediately to the public (target group), even
though specific projects and programmes may still be in the identifica-
tion and inception phase. However, most importantly, the choice of
channels for achieving visibility depends on the reasons/motivations of
agents seeking visibility.

German Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE) 3
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Why is visibility sought?

Visibility is sought to inform, to present and to give an impression of
how a development agent puts funds entrusted to him to meaningful
use. Instrumentalising visibility is certainly justifiable, but caution is
required. Particularly if instrumentalised for political reasons – such as
securing a continuation of financial endowments, boosting the career of
the presenter or setting an agenda – it can become ambiguous, because
it may conflict with its transparency mandate. If the aim is to create or
increase “brand awareness”, information may be tailored, withheld or
manipulated with a view to conveying a favourable impression or pre-
venting a negative impression from being conveyed. In addition, evi-
dence-based recommendations for making aid effective at partner-
country level – such as channelling bilateral ODA through the partner
country’s public financial management (PFM) systems if conditions
allow – may be ignored by the DP simply because the DP may feel that
its own performance is not visible enough in the recommendation for
its own “brand” to be “sold” to the principals in their respective home
constituencies. Ideally, perception matches evidence that an agent’s
work and agenda are useful, relevant, effective and efficient (as defined
in the aid effectiveness agenda). Yet judging whether this is true
remains one of the greatest challenges for analysts of development
cooperation. They must scrutinise visibility (and communication) plans
for content. Assuming the role of “watchdog”, the analyst must differ-
entiate between high-quality work (high-quality implementation of the
aid effectiveness agenda) and lip-service (where references to the
PD/AAA are made, but implementation is actually poor).

Arguments for visibility to make aid more effective

Four good arguments support the claim that visibility could be a valu-
able asset in promoting the aid effectiveness agenda:

1. First, the implementation of the principles and commitments of 
the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (PD) and the Accra
Agenda for Action (AAA) – confirmed in the Busan Partnership 
for Effective Development Co-operation – implicitly calls for 
greater visibility of the agenda as such in the political and pub-

Frank Vollmer
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lic domains. In particular, the PD requires “continued high-level 
political support, peer pressure and coordinated actions” (para-
graph 8). Greater visibility of the agenda is therefore necessary
to ensure its continued relevance. 

2. Second, visibility in the form of an exchange of information is a 
precondition if development actors are to coordinate their activ-
ities. 

3. Third, agents must be visible at some stage of the aid delivery
chain to account for their activities to their respective principals. 

4. Fourth, partner governments should use visibility as a lever: if
they lack much of the bargaining power they need to be consid-
ered and noticed as development partners and not mere ODA
supplicants, visibility is one of the few levers at their disposal
for demanding a right of ownership. As development assistance
ought to be demand- rather than supply-driven, a highly visible
and outspoken rejection of funds that do not meet identified
needs may demonstrate how seriously a partner country is tack-
ling the development challenges it faces. Partner governments
should therefore take advantage of the current momentum and
attempt to increase their “democratic” visibility as much as pos-
sible, in order to weaken DPs’ reluctance to act in a principled
manner. As democratic leaders, they should be opportunistic and
embrace their responsibility for determining and gaining broad-
based support for their democratic development paths. They 
should perceive visibility as one of their leadership require-
ments, behind which DPs can align themselves and harmonise 
their activities.

Critical reflections on the negative effects of visibility on the imple-
mentation of the aid effectiveness agenda

Effective development cooperation cannot function without some form
of visibility. However, it cannot cope with every form of visibility. In
fact, if the call for visibility is undifferentiated, it can pose threats to the
implementation of the aid effectiveness agenda. Visibility can have
adverse effects if the desire for it at agency level outweighs approach-

Increasing the visibility and effectiveness of development cooperation

12-5657_Studie_67_FINAL_10  17.08.12  14:34  Seite 5



6 German Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE)

ing aid delivery, as the PD sees it. Such “declaration-style” aid is
defined as being “clearly aligned to country priorities and systems,
coordinated by the country and/or provided through harmonised or
multi-donor arrangements, untied, predictable and transparent” (Wood
et al. 2011, xi). Actions should be geared to the achievement of sub-
stantial and sustainable development results (which should be negoti-
ated by DPs and the partner country). “Declaration-style” aid is under-
mined if the desire for visibility creates incentives for going solo – that
is, the implementation of projects/programmes uncoordinated with
other DPs and parallel to the partner government – that are stronger
than the incentives to work in a coordinated manner. Such a course of
action makes it more likely that the agents’ visibility is established and
attribution to them is proven; yet the price is that this course of action
undermines partner-country ownership, and, among other things, causes
ODA fragmentation. At worst, it leads to a “free-for-all” situation, a
relapse into the turmoil of “competitive, uncoordinated and donor-dri-
ven activities” (ibid., xv) that the PD set out to overcome by demanding
joint action between partner countries and DPs, and among DPs.

More precisely, implementing the aid effectiveness agenda is threat-
ened if the desire for visibility sets the incentive for the individual-
ism/egoism of agents, who then predominantly 

a. “cherry-pick” projects, sectors, modalities or countries. This can 
give rise to fragmentation and duplication of effort. It can also 
create aid orphans, because it impedes a division of labour 
(DoL): cherry-pickers rarely focus on compensating for the 
actions of others; 

b. pursue “quick gains” which are neither sustainable nor substan-
tial, but are immediately presentable and attributable. The eval-
uative focus remains on individual inputs (the financial, human 
and material resources used for the development intervention), 
activities (action taken or work performed, such as the number 
of schools financed) and outputs (the products, capital goods, 
services resulting from a development intervention, such as the 
number of schoolchildren enrolled) rather than joint outcomes 
(the likely or actual short-term and medium-term effects of or 

Frank Vollmer
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changes brought about by the outputs of an intervention, such as 
a reduction of the illiteracy rate) or impacts (the long-term con-
sequences of the programme, such as improved primary educa-
tion). This almost guarantees positive publicity (our inputs – 
financial or technical assistance – have been greater than those 
of donor X, and so more children have been enrolled), although 
it creates a risk-averse culture that undermines collaboration in 
addressing fundamental problems requiring long-term and coor-
dinated action (e.g. how is it possible to improve the quality of 
primary education? Who takes responsibility for the curriculum, 
the supply and maintenance of the school equipment, the train-
ing facilities for teachers and their salaries to prevent a brain 
drain, and how can we together prevent political patronage from 
influencing teacher placement in schools?);

c. claim the credit for results achieved, rather than modestly 
regarding their own efforts as a contribution to outcomes jointly 
achieved. Claiming the credit is not only dishonest, but may also 
create a climate in which the partners feel relieved of the respon-
sibility to help to deliver results in the future.

Put differently, the pressure to attribute – and to remain in control of the
formation of perceptions by promoting (and protecting) one’s “brand”
– may threaten the aid effectiveness agenda. This can happen if visibil-
ity-induced egoism has the (unintended) effect of encouraging
PD/AAA non-compliance in the form of questionable aid practices,
such as earmarking or the creation of parallel project implementation
units. At worst, visibility joins with such other factors as the geo-strate-
gic and commercial interests of DPs and sets in motion a downward
spiral in which assistance remains (or relapses into) a one-way, donor-
supplicant route, with DPs competing with each other and refusing to
delegate power and leadership to partner countries. DPs do so (a) to
remain in control of the assistance provided, (b) to ensure that outputs
are as forthcoming as anticipated and (c) to guarantee that their work is
attributable and distinctive in order (d) to present positive work to their
domestic principal. This accords with the intention (e) of being per-
ceived as a capable development actor. While managing visibility in

Increasing the visibility and effectiveness of development cooperation
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this way may suit the agent’s political intentions with regard to the
domestic electorate, it may cause ODA to become ineffective.

While the second phase of the evaluation of the Paris Declaration
clearly shows that – owing to the agenda – a “free-for-all” situation has
been largely overcome, a relapse cannot be ruled out. In other words,
while development agencies are more willing to collaborate today than
they were some 20 years ago, they do not collaborate as far as they
committed themselves to doing by 2010 when signing the PD in 2005.
After all, the process of meeting the targets of the Monitoring Survey –
a set of thirteen indicators for observing quantitative progress in imple-
menting the agenda – has been disappointing: only one of the thirteen
targets for 2010 was met (Indicator 4, strengthening capacity by co-
ordinated technical co-operation. See Appendix 4). Despite some
promising progress in the case of partner-country ownership, both the
survey and the evaluation clearly show, in particular, that the process of
alignment, harmonisation and managing for results was slowed down,
among other things, by DPs’ fears of losing individual visibility in the
wake of such action. In certain cases – such as Nepal – meaningful and
evidence-based recommendations for increasing aid effectiveness at
partner-country level were rejected by DPs on the ground that their
individual visibility would be lost as a consequence of such action
(OECD 2011b; Wood et al., 2011). In such cases, effectiveness is
demoted to a second concern among equals.

Assessment of the relationship between visibility and effectiveness

This analysis of the advantages and disadvantages of visibility for the
implementation of the aid effectiveness agenda raises the question: is it
possible to have both greater visibility and greater effectiveness in
development cooperation? Three scenarios are conceivable.

1. A win-win situation?

Is it a clear-cut “win-win situation”? No. Development actors tend to
think in terms of the visibility of the individual “agency” – which they
want to see increased – and the effectiveness of the “group”, which
calls for joint action and therefore agents willing to share the spotlight.

Frank Vollmer
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An undifferentiated call for “greater visibility” is therefore very likely
to result in the second scenario.

2. A win-lose situation?

Is it a clear-cut “win-lose situation” (or a case of “impossible geomet-
rics”)? Yes, if agents insist on the visibility of their input and activities,
particularly during the project/programme implementation phase in the
partner country. If agents insist on hoisting their own flag to mark the
output achieved – such as a school built with bilateral ODA – then aid
effectiveness is in jeopardy. This is the kind of visibility that

a. is the most serious obstacle to collaboration, which calls for 
mutual trust, shared risks and the acceptance of responsibility,

b. creates incentives to cherry-pick projects/programmes small 
enough for a single financier to implement. 

The key word of the aid effectiveness agenda is “mutual”, which gives
a fairly clear indication that control over the development process must
be shared, as must the spotlight – the responsibility and credentials – in
this process. Yet this differentiated view opens up a third scenario.

3. A third way?

Is there a “third way”? Yes, in the form of “new” visibility. The two
competing objectives of increasing the visibility and the effectiveness
of development cooperation can be reconciled if the agent and the prin-
cipal start to think outside the box. A third way can emerge if DPs in
particular overcome their great desire for performance visibility in the
partner country and 

a. present their efforts modestly as contributions to jointly achieved 
development outcomes and impacts (results visibility) and

b. are willing to enhance visibility with strong communication 
strategies that convincingly and creatively explain possible 
losses of individual visibility for the sake of functioning joint 
efforts at partner-country level. If given a clear explanation, the 
principal is likely to understand – and one should choose to be 

Increasing the visibility and effectiveness of development cooperation
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positive about this prospect – that the sacrifice of the visibility 
of individual input and activities – the loss of performance visi-
bility (not of performance as such) – during the project/pro-
gramme implementation phase in the partner country has been 
worthwhile, if the impact of joint action on the beneficiaries in 
the partner country has been greater than would possibly have 
been achieved by the sum of the individual performances of the 
development actors. In theory, joint action increases the effec-
tiveness of aid and therefore gives better “value for money”. 
Effective aid is therefore in the best interests of 

• the beneficiaries in the partner country and

• the domestic principals in the DP country, since they see an
increased return on the individual investment (in the form,
it is to be hoped, of greater poverty reduction or a similar
positive impact on the lives of the beneficiaries).

Parameters of the “new” visibility

This “new” visibility uses a “form-follows-function” leitmotiv: that is,
effectiveness is the primary concern and point of departure in any dis-
cussion on ODA, whereas visualising the path towards effectiveness –
and one’s individual role in it – takes second place. Where the “new”
visibility obtains, agents need to understand that their call for visibility
should be differentiated:

a. The call for input, activity and output visibility – the agent’s per-
formance – should be, in fact, a call for greater transparency for 
information-sharing purposes. The information concerned is 
best published in keeping with the International Aid Trans-
parency Initiative standard or through publicly accessible web-
libraries at partner-country level. An agent’s performance does 
need to be visible to be effective. In fact, non-visibility – in the 
sense that the performance does not receive much attention, or 
occurs largely unnoticed – is not an indication that there has 
been no performance. Financing the maintenance of an existing 
school may be less visible and noticeable than financing the 
building of a new school. Yet, in performance terms, ensuring a 

12-5657_Studie_67_FINAL_10  17.08.12  14:34  Seite 10



Increasing the visibility and effectiveness of development cooperation

German Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE) 11

school is maintained (so that the premises are available for an 
improved quality of education, the desired outcome of the aid 
intervention) may be more effective than the one-off focus on a 
very visible output (the building of a new school without any 
indication of who will cover the maintenance costs once the pro-
gramme has ended). On the other hand, although performance 
does not need to be visible to be effective, it must be transparent 
to increase the likelihood of its contributing to the effective use 
of ODA. In other words, performance indicators and informa-
tion should be made visible at a central, easily accessible loca-
tion where they can be seen by everybody, giving an insight into 
who is engaged where, with what contribution and in what con-
stellation. Without this necessary information gathered in a com-
mon format to enable actions to be coordinated, a DoL is unnec-
essarily hampered, making a duplication of effort more likely.

b. The call for greater visibility during the implementation phase in 
the partner country may, in fact, be counterproductive from an 
effectiveness point of view. Put differently, less branding in the 
partner country (visibility of input and activities) may promise 
greater effectiveness, if the preconditions in the partner country 
are right, that is, if the partner government shows strong owner-
ship, which is indicated, first and foremost, by 

• the establishment of democratic operational development 
plans, which, among other things, clearly reveal what form 
a DoL between the partner country and the DP may take, and

• the existence of reliable public financial and procurement 
systems.

c. The call for visibility must be aligned with the definition of 
effectiveness. To prevent the domestic principal from misunder-
standing such “modesty” – or “silent” performance – in the 
implementation phase at partner-country level as inactivity or 
passiveness on the part of the DP – or simply as “poor” per-
formance – development agents should therefore use targeted 
communication strategies. Communication strategies seek to 
foster a certain image of the development agency, one that shows 
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it to be effective. To align the image of an effective development 
actor with the actual understanding of effectiveness, such strate-
gies should contain “principled” information that is related to 
the agreed definition of effectiveness in the aid effectiveness 
agenda. In other words, communication strategies should con-
tain visuals (inter alia images, comics, data visualisations) and 
interesting narratives of the agent’s own contribution to the joint 
development results achieved with aid given declaration-style.

Preconditions for the “new” visibility

If this “new” visibility is to function, the following preconditions must
be satisfied:

1. A capable partner government, one that meets the right precon-
ditions – such as operational development plans – to allow and 
pressure DPs to act in a principled manner. Ownership is the 
linchpin of the aid effectiveness agenda. Without ownership, 
joint efforts to increase the impact of ODA will not function, and 
the “new” visibility is therefore bound to fail. 

2. Close collaboration between the evaluation and communication 
departments of development agencies: those who provide the 
evidence of effective development cooperation – the information 
and data on development outcomes and impacts – need to 
inform the communication experts who have been assigned the 
task of communicating the complexity of development in under-
standable terms to the target groups. This necessitates the exten-
sive commissioning of M&Es of declaration-style aid so that it 
may actually be proved and demonstrated that positive develop-
ment results can be achieved through the “principled” applica-
tion of ODA.

3. Creativity: aid effectiveness is established at partner-country 
level with an individual mix of aid modalities, team composition
and task-sharing. Inevitably, this will entail strategic choices 
containing some elements inferior to others in visualisation 
potential:
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• Budget support (and contributions to other pool arrange-
ments) is inferior to project aid in terms of visual presen-
tation; 

• Multilateral aid is as inferior to bilateral aid as unear-
marked funding is to earmarked funding if attribution is 
what is wanted; 

• Proactive decision-making is inferior to reactive decision-
making in terms of noticeability, since public attention is 
usually lacking; 

• Capturing interest with maintenance activities is inferior to 
setting up more and more new projects;

• Social-sector targeting is more inclined to positive visuali-
sation than is support for the productive sectors.

Yet this should be seen as a challenge rather than an exis-
tential disadvantage. In practical terms, this lack of poten-
tial for visibility – this “non-visibility” of budget support, 
multilateral aid, etc. – should not be perceived as a valid 
reason for objecting to these strategic decisions if they are 
considered necessary for an effective DoL and poverty 
alleviation. With imagination and creativity, a lack of 
potential to achieve visibility can be turned into actual vis-
ibility, without effectiveness being undermined. In other 
words, if something is not visible, make it visible. How? By 
using information and data visualisation, graphics, comics, 
illustrations and interesting narratives that explain plausibly

• why certain strategies were chosen, 

• why actor X has been assigned task Y.

A lack of visibility can be compensated for with some
good communication. This calls for.....

4. An “enlightened principal” (parliament, taxpayers and the audit 
office), one that is familiar with – and, to a certain degree, also 
recognises and accepts – the basic rationale behind the aid effec-
tiveness agenda and acknowledges that
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• the raison d'être of development cooperation is no longer 
explained by merely highlighting the performance of the 
individual development agents, but by the results achieved; 

• “value for money” is highest where structural problems are 
addressed to achieve impacts (which by definition requires 
dedicated and predictable forward-planning budgets and 
action over at least 2–5 years), not where there is a rise in 
the number of projects/programmes financed which are 
too time-bound for any real impact to be achieved (pro-
grammes that are tied to the DP’s annual budget cycle, for 
instance); 

• performance does not necessarily have to be visible, if it 
helps to achieve substantial change (which should, on the 
other hand, be made highly visible); 

• targeting for results may entail a quantitative “attribution 
gap”, which may be unbridgeable and an inevitable conse-
quence of the course of joint action chosen to make ODA 
more effective. Qualitative testimonies – interviews with 
beneficiaries, participatory studies, expert opinions, etc. – 
particularly in such areas as governance, must be accepted 
at times as sufficient to assess whether results have been 
achieved (imperfect and unsatisfying though this may be); 

• ODA is a risk-investment that is often used in regions or 
sectors where no private capital investor would accept the 
risk of seeing no return on his investment. ODA should 
attempt to manage such risks, rather than avoid them. Tak-
ing risks involves collaborating with other actors in the 
partner country over a longer time horizon, in order to 
achieve the desired impacts that are both substantial and 
sustainable. Impacts are by definition influenced by many 
factors. They require a greater number of actors, who must 
collaborate; anticipated impacts may not materialise 
because exogenic factors – such as natural disasters or 
unfavourable worldwide economic conditions – offset the 
possible success of the coordinated programmes once they 
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have been completed. Managing for results is more risky 
than focusing solely on the outputs of a project or pro-
gramme financed by a single DP. Hence results manage-
ment entails relinquishing some of the control that DPs 
naturally want to exercise over their inputs – which may 
mean channelling funds to multilateral agencies or into 
pooled funds – and the principal should a) encourage the 
agency to do so if it is deemed conducive to achieving 
results and b) reckon with possible setbacks;

• the interests of the beneficiaries in the partner country 
should always come first. Consequently, enlightened prin-
cipals should not accept that “non-visibility” is used – in 
their name – by their aid agents as an excuse for objecting 
to strategically useful recommendations which – by con-
sensus and particularly in the eyes of a “capable” partner 
government – would be deemed appropriate for an effec-
tive fight against poverty in the partner country. In other 
words, the “new” visibility needs an audience that rewards 
with attention and approval development strategies drafted 
on the basis of rational evidence that they will make a real 
impact on the lives of the poor, rather than being an aes-
thetic presentation designed to show them, as principals, 
how ODA has been used in practice, with the sole aim of 
creating the impression that – and this is the main paradox 
of the need for visibility in development cooperation – 
appropriate action is being taken to fight poverty effec-
tively in the partner country.

Conclusion

Visibility may not be the most important factor to be discussed in the
context of the implementation of the aid effectiveness agenda. Com-
mercial and geo-strategic interests of the DP that determine ODA dis-
bursements, for instance, have a much greater impact on the question
whether or not DPs and partner countries can move beyond mere lip-
service and seriously attempt to implement development strategies that
have the interests of the beneficiaries in the partner country at heart.
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But neither should visibility be underestimated as a factor that does
have an impact on the agenda and the effectiveness of aid. 

Development cooperation that defines effectiveness as a joint venture
needs to consider the demands this new paradigm makes on the visi-
bility of the implementing aid agencies. It necessitates a new kind of
visibility, one that is adjusted to the changing demands on ODA.
Reducing performance visibility in the partner country is just a small
price to be paid to increase the impact of ODA on the lives of the ben-
eficiaries in the partner country. The loss of performance visibility can
even be offset by offers to parliaments, audit offices and the public of
results visibility and an increase in communication.

A clear starting-point for launching the notion of “new” visibility is to
make the Paris Declaration, the Accra Agenda for Action and the agree-
ment on the Busan Partnership – and its underlying rationale – more
visible outside the small group of aid specialists. For example,
OECD/DAC DPs should use money categorised as “development
awareness” in the DAC’s Creditor Reporting System (CRS) – money
that counts as ODA – for a targeted campaign to increase awareness of
the aid effectiveness agenda in their respective home constituencies, a
campaign that explains, in a language people can follow and under-
stand, why performance visibility can seriously hinder the achievement
of joint results. 

An enlightened audience is more likely to accept a possible loss of indi-
vidual performance visibility at partner-country level for the sake of aid
effectiveness. Performance does not have to be visible to be effective.
It need only be transparent. Results, on the other hand, should be visi-
ble and transparent. It should be with results that agents attempt to
make an impression, to mould the political perception of the principals
that – as agents – they have been “good” development actors.
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Introduction

The 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (PD) is internationally
acknowledged as marking a critical moment in the history of development
assistance and cooperation. Deepened in its 2008 follow-up, the Accra
Agenda for Action (AAA), it took stock of evaluation and research findings
that highlighted the limitations and actual negative effects of the “institu-
tional economics of foreign aid” (Svensson 2006).1

Characterised by an effort to deconstruct old role perceptions of competing
development partners (DPs) delivering Official Development Assistance
(ODA) to grateful supplicants, the PD/AAA attempts to nurture the aware-
ness that development actors must meet as partners and peers who rely on
one another, subordinating individual interests so that progress may be
made towards the achievement of the common goal, the reduction of
poverty at country level.2

In due course, the “international aid effectiveness agenda” was monitored
and evaluated not least to inform the formulation of the PD/AAA’s succes-
sor, discussed by 3,000 delegates at the Fourth High Level Forum on Aid
Effectiveness (HLF 4) held in Busan, South Korea, in late 2011 (with the
main aim of framing a new, even more inclusive Global Partnership for
Effective Development Cooperation that overcame the historic North-South
structure that had characterised the aid effectiveness debate).3 The message

1 See also Birdsall (2004), Easterly (2006), Martens et al. (2002) for further analysis and 

particularly a critique of international development cooperation, which partly informed 

the formulation of the PD.  

2 A process referred to by Glennie (2011) as the “horizontalisation” of international

cooperation.  

3 Since its inception the agenda has undergone lengthy analyses, debates and evaluations

to scrutinise its key premises and to monitor the deliverables. Studies have been com-

missioned to monitor and evaluate PD/AAA principles and commitments and country-

specific implementation (Monitoring Surveys 2006, 2008, 2011; Phases I and II of the

Evaluation of the Paris Declaration). Secondary literature has looked into the premises

and assumptions of the declaration and its implementing actors, the results of the M&E

exercises and proposed amendments for incorporation into its successor to be formulated

at the HLF 4 in Busan (see, for example, Booth 2011; De Renzio et al 2008; Droop et al.

2008; Faust / Neubert, 2010; Klasen 2009; Odén / Wohlgemuth 2011; Steer / Wathne

2009; Vatterodt 2008).
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was clear: while progress in the implementation of the PD/AAA was not as
rapid as anticipated, the declaration’s key principles of ownership, align-
ment, harmonisation, managing for results and mutual accountability
proved relevant “to improving the quality of aid and of the partnerships
needed to make it work”, according to the authors of the Phase II evaluation
of the PD (Wood et al. 2011: xv). This key finding led to a reiteration and
confirmation of the principles in the Busan Partnership Agreement for
those DPs and partner countries who had endorsed the PD and the AAA,
which is a reassurance of their relevance.4,5

4 The study reflects the level of information available in May 2012. The analysis is mainly 

influenced by the synthesis report of the second evaluation of the Paris Declaration (pub-

lished in May 2011) and the 2011 Monitoring Survey (published in October 2011). The 

study is also informed by the “Busan Partnership For Effective Development Co-Opera-

tion” of December 2011, which announces that by June 2012 signatories are to agree

“on a selective and relevant set of indicators and targets through which we will monitor 
progress on a rolling basis” (OECD 2011a, 12).  

5 The change of terminology from aid to development effectiveness in the Busan Partner-

ship Agreement is conspicuous and reflects the recognition that “aid – and its effective-
ness – are only one element of a broader landscape of development finance, and that
findings relating to joint efforts to make aid more effective can and should inform a
broader development effectiveness agenda going forward” (OECD 2011d, 6). Yet the

term “development effectiveness” – in contrast to “aid effectiveness” – still lacks a more

refined definition, as Kindornay shows: while “a common understanding of ‘develop-
ment effectiveness’ does not exist [a thematic study on the Paris Declaration defined aid
effectiveness as the] arrangement for the planning, management and deployment of aid
that is efficient, reduces transaction costs and is targeted towards development outcomes,
including poverty reduction” (Stern et al., 2008: vii in Kindornay 2011, 10). This means

in practice that “some actors make little distinction between aid and development effec-
tiveness” (Kindornay 2011, 10). Certainly, some commentators share an understanding

of development effectiveness as a reference point for development outcomes that “result
from national and international forces, including aid interventions by various actors, the
availability of domestic resources, global commodity prices, regional stability and many
other determinants” (Kindornay / Morton, 2009: 4). For the purposes of the present study

– which seeks to assess the role of visibility in development cooperation in general and

the implementation of the international aid effectiveness agenda in particular – the now

classical, yet still valid definition of aid effectiveness is used as the analytical benchmark.
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The second phase of the evaluation of the PD analysed in depth where most
progress had been made towards implementation and attempted to find rea-
sons for any lack of progress. It concludes that “country ownership has
advanced farthest, with alignment and harmonisation progressing more
unevenly, and managing for development results and mutual accountability
advancing least” (ibid.). It further concludes that partner countries have
gone further in implementing their commitments than DPs (Wood et al.
2011, xiii).

Reasons for DP non-compliance appeared at both macro and agency level.
Wood and his team emphasised that 

“development aid and aid reform have to compete for political and public
attention with an even wider range of domestic and international issues in
donor countries, making it harder to muster the necessary political,
bureaucratic and public attention and support” (ibid.). 

Figure 1: The “Paris Pyramid” 
 

Source: OECD (2011b, 18) 
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At agency level, the evaluators referred, for example, to “a focus on com-
pliance and a risk-averse culture; [and] disconnects between corporate
strategies and the aid effectiveness agenda and weak organisational incen-
tives” (ibid.). Later in the evaluation they pinpoint the need and desire to be
visible with attributable work as a further reason for the lack of progress in
the implementation particularly of PD/AAA commitments that require joint
efforts among DPs, and a transfer of power and control from DP to partner
country. Specifically, the lack of progress on harmonisation since 2005 is
partly explained by “donor headquarter insistence on their distinctive
channels for reasons of visibility” (Wood et al. 2011, 27). Furthermore, a
key finding of the country evaluation of Nepal was that “the need to
demonstrate attribution” inhibited some bilateral development partners
from alignment and the adoption of government systems, which caused a
“continued fragmentation with many stand-alone projects, vertical fund-
ings, and direct implementation” (Wood et al. 2011, 117).6,7

In other words, the need and desire for attributable visibility and notice-
ability – particularly emphasised in ministries responsible for promoting
development (in DP countries) and at headquarters level of the implement-
ing bi- and multilateral development institutions – may prevent the demise

6 Other authors writing on this subject-matter also refer to the striving for individual visi-

bility as one of the reasons for a lack of progress in implementing the normative princi-

ples of the Paris Declaration, particularly in relation to the second PD principle (align-

ment) and the third (harmonisation). See, for example, Barder (2009), Booth (2008) and 

Mwega (2010).  

7 These are the two, seemingly opposite, poles from which references to visibility usually 

appear in the literature: 

1. analysts who claim that the individual striving for visibility is an obstacle to the 

implementation of the PD/AAA principles and commitments also claimed … 

2. that a lack of visibility of development aid and aid reform in DP and partner coun-

tries as such has been a cause of slow implementation by DPs of their respective 

commitments. 

In other words, critics who claim that the agency striving for visibility undermines 

attempts to foster team awareness among DPs and between DPs and partner countries 

may be the first to call for an increase in the visibility of development cooperation per se 

in the public domain in order to leverage change at the political macro level (for instance, 

to urge DPs of the G20 publicly and visibly to live up to their 2005 Gleneagles commit-

ment to raise ODA from its 2004 level of about US$80 billion to nearly US$130 billion, 

at 2004 prices and exchange rates, by 2010).
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of old role perceptions that the PD/AAA set out to redefine. But is this so
surprising? 

Development agents are constantly asked and under pressure to legitimise
their raison d'être. Frequent calls to increase “brand awareness” with a view
to gaining necessary political support and financial and technical endow-
ments are a common feature in development cooperation. It is a policy field
in which – leaving aside the rhetorical calls for joint action – incentive
structures favour individualism and niche-thinking, and every organisation
held accountable by its stakeholders must be seen to be earning its keep.
Evidence-based policy-making pushes actors to prove and to highlight (or
make visible) their individual inputs, activities and outputs and, best of all,
outcomes achieved and impacts caused. 

Seen in this light, the need for visibility, knowing who has done what, the
need to make development cooperation noticeable and transparent, is a
political reality and democratic necessity without which development coop-
eration cannot function, or does not function, depending on the viewpoint.8

What would happen if development cooperation and the agents involved
were invisible, unnoticeable, untraceable, unmonitorable? 

Or is this, in fact, the current reality and state of the art in development
cooperation? After all, according to the 2011 Pilot Aid Transparency Index
of Publish What You Fund, 

“the vast majority of aid information is not currently published”. Most wor-
ryingly, “an astonishing 23 organisations [surveyed] do not systematically
publish any country information – country strategies, forward budgets,
evaluations and results – which is over a third of the 58 organisations sur-
veyed and includes major donors such as Canada, Germany, Norway,
USAID and U.S. Treasury” (Global Campaign for Aid Transparency 2011).

Does, then, this astonishing finding warrant a call for more oversight, more
monitoring, more exchanges of information, in short, greater visibility of
actions and actors?

8 Wood et al. may have recognised that the desire for visibility inhibits progress on the PD 

principles of alignment and harmonisation. On the other hand, transparency advocates 

may indeed emphasise that a lack of visibility, that is, a lack of knowledge-sharing, 

inhibits the better and more effective use of ODA (see, for example, the briefing paper 

“Greater aid transparency: crucial for aid effectiveness” published by the Overseas 

Development Institute, the International Budget Partnership, and Publish What You Fund 

[Moon / Williamson 2010]).

12-5657_Studie_67_FINAL_10  17.08.12  14:34  Seite 21



Frank Vollmer

22 German Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE)

Visibility is therefore neither all good nor all bad for development cooper-
ation and the implementation of the aid effectiveness agenda. Like every
political reality, honest reflection on the subject will identify justifiable
grounds for its existence. But every action has effects and consequences,
which must be openly discussed. Hence the goals of this study: 

1. To identify the raison d'être of visibility in development cooperation: 
what causes and motivates it, what benefits does it have?

2. To analyse its incentive-setting potential and to trace the unintended 
effects of the desire for visibility on development cooperation and the 
implementation of the PD/AAA principles and commitments. In other 
words, the study attempts to conceptualise visibility in the context of the 
aid effectiveness agenda. 

3. To suggest options for minimising these adverse effects, to assess and to 
appease the relationship between the two calls – one for “more visibil-
ity”, the other for “more effectiveness” – in the wake of such conceptu-
alisation.

Placing visibility at the centre of the analysis is intended to help to give a
better overview of the value, merit and dangers of visibility for the imple-
mentation of the aid effectiveness agenda. The analysis will be conducted
in the following manner: Chapter 1 will offer a working definition of the
visibility of development cooperation that permits reflection on the benefits
of and risks associated with visibility for development cooperation in gen-
eral and for DPs and partner countries in particular (Chapters 2 and 3). It
will recall why the visibility of development cooperation is important as
both a precondition for and a facilitator of effective aid delivery, but it will
also highlight the threat that an overt desire for visibility may pose to the
principles and commitments of the international aid effectiveness agenda.
Chapter 4 reflects on options for conceptualising visibility with a view to
minimising its adverse effects on the PD/AAA (in other words, it sheds
light on the parameters of the “new” visibility, which is conducive to the
principles and commitments of the aid effectiveness agenda), while Chap-
ter 5 draws conclusions from the findings. 

The study should be regarded as a platform for subsequent discussion. It
follows on from a line of argument similar to that published by the German
Development Institute in two briefing papers (Vollmer 2012a; 2012b).
Given the impalpable and elusive nature of the working term “visibility” –
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it is unquantifiable and has been largely ignored academically – the analy-
sis offered should be understood as a contribution to the very limited
amount of literature on visibility and its effects on the effective delivery of
ODA. The conceptualisation of visibility in the context of the aid effective-
ness agenda – including a pro and contra analysis of its usefulness – may
therefore enable an apparent conflict of objectives between the call for
“greater visibility” and that for “greater effectiveness” to be resolved.
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1 Visibility of development cooperation

Development cooperation is known as a discipline characterised by “buzz
words”, many of which have no clear definition. Yet few words are used as
frequently in development cooperation as visibility, though it lacks any kind
of conceptualisation. In fact, the term is deployed loosely in various situa-
tions. With regard to the aid effectiveness agenda, visibility is most com-
monly used to justify actions and agendas: “By continuing to apply the
principles of the Paris Declaration, we can [… bring] ever-greater visibil-
ity to development that works” (Eckhard Deutscher, former chair of the
Development Assistance Committee). Visibility is also used as an excuse:
“The few substantive explanations offered (…) for limited progress [on har-
monisation] emphasise donor headquarter insistence on their distinctive
channels for reasons of visibility (…)” (Wood et al. 2011, 27). But visibil-
ity is often hidden in the subtext, probably its most common usage: “The
need to demonstrate attribution [caused] some bilateral [development part-
ners to adopt] direct modalities and some remain reluctant to adopt gov-
ernment systems fully” (ibid., 117). 

It is therefore time for a conceptual discussion: what is visibility, and how
is it achieved? Why is it sought, and what challenges does its analysis pose?

1.1 What is visibility?

“Visibility” is a transient term, but has two basic meanings: the “state of
being able to see or be seen” (Oxford Dictionaries 2011) and the “capabil-
ity of being readily noticed” (Merriam-Webster 2011). In the context of the
aid effectiveness debate, the term “visibility” can therefore be placed
roughly between transparency – the open exchange of information among
development agents and with their respective principals – and the public
relations of agents who want to be noticed. 

1.2 How is visibility achieved?

Visibility can be achieved through the use of any combination of signs,
symbols, phrases and words (descriptors) through which it is possible to be
noticed. As visibility is merely the capability of being noticed, the options
for establishing a notion are numerous. For example, the “Communication
and Visibility Manual for European Union External Actions”, published by
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the European Commission (EC), identifies banners, photographs, display
panels, leaflets, press releases, press conferences, press visits, brochures
and newsletters, web sites, commemorative plaques, vehicles, supplies and
equipment, promotional items, audiovisual productions, public events and
visits, and information campaigns as the main elements (or channels) for its
communication and visibility plan (EC 2010, 17).9

Visibility of development cooperation works considerably better when qual-
ity information and data are generated from both the supply side (the DP)
and the demand side (the partner country). Once this information is gener-
ated, readily accessible and, best of all, distributed, it can be analysed and
evaluated independently to identify effective and ineffective cooperation.

The channels chosen for achieving visibility depend on a number of mutu-
ally influencing factors, ranging from (a) the reason/motivation for being
visible and (b) the target group, including its attention span, to (c) the phase
in which the desire for visibility emerges. For instance, if visibility becomes
an objective of development actors during a humanitarian crisis (phase),
then aid pledges and commitments will be announced immediately to the
public (target group), even though specific projects and programmes may
still be in the identification and inception phase. However, most impor-
tantly, the choice of channels for achieving visibility depends on the rea-
sons/motivations of agents who seek it.

9 It should be noted with regard to the European Commission’s humanitarian aid that the 

word “visibility” is used loosely “to cover the whole spectrum of ’visibility-information-
communication’. (…). In European Commission humanitarian aid, ’information’ implies 
the assembly of data through various tools and products that inform about humanitarian 
situations and actions, the partnership between the Commission and implementing agen-
cies and the role of the EU as an aid donor. ’Communication’ relates to the pro-active dis-
semination of data and messages to identified target audiences. In general terms, partners 
are obliged to highlight their humanitarian partnership with the European Commission. 
This must be done through basic visibility. (…). Basic visibility is a contractual obliga-
tion applying to all types of humanitarian project. It entails:

- the display of the European Commission’s humanitarian visual identity,

- the written and verbal recognition of the European Commission’s role in global human-
itarian aid, in partnership with the agency implementing the action, in all relevant
situations” (EC 2009).
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1.3 Why is visibility sought?

Visibility is sought for three main reasons/motivations: 

1.3.1 For information-sharing purposes

The basic reason for seeking visibility is to share information and data, in
order to track what is done and how it is done. Transparency remains a key
challenge in development cooperation. According to the aforementioned
2011 Pilot Aid Transparency Index of the Global Campaign for Aid Trans-
parency, the vast majority of aid information is currently not published and
therefore not visible. Transparency makes for a completely open and realis-
tic account of an agency’s work and of the policy field as a whole. Visibil-
ity in the sense of transparency must be increased the length of the aid
delivery chain to reveal all the information needed to analyse the reasons
for or the lack of good performance. 

1.3.2 For presentation purposes 

The second reason for seeking visibility is to present an agency’s work. Vis-
ibility for presentation purposes is necessary because DPs and partner
countries have fiduciary obligations they must fulfil. Though necessary,
presentations in development cooperation are analytically delicate, because
information is selected by each agent as he seeks to present his work in the
best light. The information asymmetry that characterises development
cooperation also makes it extremely complicated to conduct some much
needed fact-checking. Fact-checking is important, however, because visibil-
ity is also sought – and at times actively used – to form political perceptions.

1.3.3 For perception- and opinion-building

The third reason for seeking visibility is to shape perceptions and opinions.
Development cooperation is subject to the political views of, say, the min-
istry responsible and opposition parties that carefully scrutinise its work. As
any development agent must gain legitimacy, fighting for hearts and minds
en masse is a political reality. Consequently, agents for whom visibility is a
fiduciary requirement, such as politicians and publicly financed ministries,
are constantly faced with the following set of questions, which influence
their visibility strategy: 
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Using visibility to shape perceptions is justifiable, but caution is required.
Instrumentalising visibility for political motivations – such as securing the
continuation of financial endowments, boosting the career of the presenter
or setting an agenda – can be ambiguous, because it conflicts with the trans-
parency element of visibility. For the sake of “managing visibility” infor-
mation may be tailored, withheld or even manipulated with the aim of
achieving a favourable perception or avoiding a negative one. Moreover,
evidence-based recommendations for achieving aid effectiveness – such as
channelling bilateral ODA through the partner country’s public financial
management (PFM) systems – may be ignored, simply because the actors
may feel that their own performance may not be visible enough in the pro-
posal to promote their own “brand”. 

Ideally, perception matches evidence that an agent’s work and agenda are
useful, relevant, effective and efficient (as defined in the aid effectiveness
agenda). Yet judging whether this is the case continues to be one of the
greatest challenges for analysts of development cooperation. The analyst –
inter alia the press, opposition parties, academic institutions – must scruti-

1. How am I 
perceived?!

2. How do I want my 
constituency, my 
electorate or my 
stakeholders to 
perceive me?!

3. What is the best 
strategy for shaping 
this perception en 

masse?!

Figure 2: Questions that influence a visibility strategy 

 
Source: Author’s own compilation 
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nise visibility (and communication) plans for content. Assuming the role of
the “watchdog”, he must differentiate between high-quality work (the qual-
ity of the implementation of the aid effectiveness agenda) and lip-service
(where references to the PD/AAA are made, but implementation is actually
poor). In other words, the analyst must help to achieve transparency in those
cases where visibility has not been used by its creator so that it may perform
its other main task: providing honest information on who is doing what,
how and why, who has made an honest attempt to implement the aid effec-
tiveness agenda, and who is merely paying lip-service (this point will be dis-
cussed further in sections 3.2.3 and 3.2.5, following the risk analysis of “vis-
ibility” in the implementation of the aid effectiveness agenda in section 3.1). 

This analysis is, however,challenged by two keyfeatures ofdevelopment policy.

1.4 What are the analytical challenges if visibility is 
sought to form a perception?

Visibility sought for presentation and opinion-building purposes requires a
careful examination of the content and timing of the information which
agents choose to publicise. This analysis is necessary and is challenged by
two problems in international development cooperation and policy: the
principal-agent problem (PAP) and the dangers inherent in the manipulation
of the mass mind.

Box 1: Analytical challenges associated with visibility used to form a 
perception

Principal-agent The principal, such as the taxpayer in the DP country, often 
problem (PAP) has no direct knowledge or experience of the programmes 

financed or implemented by the (aid) agency in the partner 
country, the agent (Svensson 2006, 119). This asymmetric 
information creates a power imbalance in which “the agent 
uses this information advantage to further his own interest”
(Aerni 2006, 28).

Perception- In his 1895 analysis “The Crowd: A Study of the Popular 
building en Mind”, French social psychologist Gustave Le Bon (2007, 33; 
masse 120) postulated that “a crowd thinks in images” and that mass 

perceptions are best formed and affirmed “by repetition”, by 
fixing a certain thought “in the mind in such a way that it is 
accepted at the end as a demonstrated truth”, which works even 
if the affirmed idea is “kept free of all reasoning and all proof”.

Source: Author’s own compilation
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Both phenomena are analytical challenges. The danger inherent in the mass
mind being manipulated and deceived by agents fighting for political sup-
port by pursuing a visibility and communication strategy that is aestheti-
cally attractive, but not rich in information, actually worsens the informa-
tion asymmetry that is characteristic of the classical PAP. Much can be
shown and said without any insight being provided. This danger is further
intensified in cases where the electorate or important stakeholders merely
“judge the book by its cover”, as when an agent’s work is assessed on the
basis of its presentation rather than its substance.

Of course, if perception-building is in fact combined with evidence-based
performance, using visibility for presentation purposes in order to convey
the image of an effective and efficient agent is justifiable, and explicitly
required. In this situation, visibility is of great benefit to development coop-
eration as such, for DPs and partner countries alike (a point that will be con-
sidered further in Chapter 2).

On the other hand, if information is tailored and only a brief glimpse of the
truth is seen, or worse, if visibility is used to convey the image of a good
and competent development agent when in fact he has been neither good
nor competent, visibility becomes a threat to development cooperation (a
point that will be discussed further in Chapter 3). It is for the political ana-
lyst, or “watchdog”, to check whether visibility used for presentation and
perception-building is backed by evidence.

In other words, creating the perception of a “principled” actor when in fact
no more than lip-service is being paid should be avoided and disclosed by
the political analyst if detected. 

To summarise Chapter 1, using visibility has various motivations and justi-
fications. Visibility for

1. information-sharing is a process of establishing transparency as to the 
actors and their actions in development cooperation; 

2. visibility used to form an opinion is a tool employed politically to
promote specific interests. 

If sought primarily for political purposes, visibility can undermine its other
virtue, that of making development processes transparent. In cases where
agents utilise visibility to form a perception by withholding or manipulat-
ing crucial information and data, by deliberately presenting only a partial
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picture, by taking things out of context, in short by deliberately implying or
inadvertently giving the impression that an agent is acting in a “principled”
manner when this is not in fact the case, it is a duty – and a challenge – for
the political analyst to correct the picture. This in turn necessitates – and, to
a certain degree, presupposes – the willingness of the electorate or impor-
tant stakeholders to resist the temptation merely to judge the book by its
cover and to demand quality information as the basis for their opinions and
judgments. 

In the next chapter the raison d'être of visibility in development coopera-
tion will be analysed.

2 What is the raison d'être of visibility in develop-
ment cooperation? 

Following the definition of visibility in Chapter 1, Chapter 2 will attempt to
analyse the usefulness of visibility for development cooperation in general
and for DPs and partner countries in particular.

2.1 For development cooperation

Figure 3: Benefits of visibility for development cooperation

Source: Author’s own compilation

!
Visibility helps to ensure that development 

policy is perceived as an important  and 
relevant political field!

!

Visibility assures  development policy "
and cooperation the necessary political 
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Visibility helps to ensure that knowledge  is 
shared and actions are coordinated!

Visibility is a precondition for correct 
accounting !

Benefits of visibility for 
development cooperation!

 

 

 
 
 

12-5657_Studie_67_FINAL_10  17.08.12  14:34  Seite 31



Frank Vollmer

32 German Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE)

Visibility of development cooperation is important. Above all, visibility is
a precondition and facilitator for the aid effectiveness agenda to work, sim-
ply because the need for it constitutes what might be labelled a “political
reality”. As the implementation of the Paris Declaration requires “contin-
ued high-level political support, peer pressure and coordinated actions”
(paragraph 8), visibility is justified for various reasons:

1. Visibility can help to ensure that the principles and commitments of the 
aid effectiveness agenda remain relevant by guaranteeing that it ranks
high on the international political agenda and by making its usefulness
known outside the small group of aid and development specialists. 

2. Emerging signs of “aid reform fatigue” have been identified by the
authors of the second phase of the evaluation of the Paris Declaration
(Wood et al. 2011, xv; 59). This can be countered with a wide-ranging
discourse on the merits of the Declaration for all actors involved. “Out
of sight, out of mind” is a constant threat that may befall any normative
political endeavour. Any serious attempt to overcome old path depend-
encies is bound to fail unless convincing ways of creating more effective
work situations are widely disseminated.

3. Visibility is a precondition for joint action and coordination. Unless it is
known who is doing what, agency proliferation and duplication of effort
will cease to be addressed.

4. A lack of visibility of the aid and development effectiveness agenda
hampers knowledge-sharing, which is a prerequisite for effective
accounting. The lack of public attention paid to the fourth HLF is an
example: even though over 3,000 delegates, including seven heads of
state, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon and US Secretary of State
Hilary Clinton, discussed the future of development cooperation, the
forum did not attract enough attention for widespread media coverage,
in Germany at least. Journalists and other watchdogs are urged to scru-
tinise development cooperation by comparing it with recent research on
what is considered “effective” assistance and to disseminate their find-
ings widely. A lack of visibility of the aid and development effectiveness
discourse and rationale makes it difficult for “watchdogs” to ask the
right questions and, more importantly, for the electorate to assess
whether the right questions have been asked.
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2.2 For development partners

Figure 4: Benefits of visibility for DPs

Source: Author’s own compilation

At agency level, visibility is again a precondition and facilitator that is
meant to assist in the implementation of the PD/AAA principles and com-
mitments:

1. DPs are required to make their work visible in order to justify and legit-
imise their actions to the domestic principals (visibility to meet the DP’s
and partner countries’ fiduciary requirements). 

2. By revealing good and bad practice, visibility can maintain peer pressure
and, therefore, performance and motivation. This is particularly true of
“like-minded” DPs, such as those of the OECD/DAC who – despite not
being a homogeneous group – have at least endorsed the same working
definition of “effective” aid delivery, to which they can be held.

3. DPs should understand visibility as part of their leadership requirement
in cases where they have been assigned leading coordination status (in
an in-country division of labour (DoL) for instance). 

4. Visibility is a useful tool for attracting attention to the reason for using
ODA as a catalyst for development (i.e. that the fight against poverty is
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useful and worthwhile, eighteen countries having crossed the threshold
from low- to middle-income status in the past 20 years alone). 

In other words, visibility (particularly for information-sharing purposes)
helps to ensure that justifiable demands for transparency and domestic and
mutual accountability are met. Gaining and sustaining public support for
aid expenditure is, without some form of “visibility”, an impossible ven-
ture. Demands for learning through knowledge-sharing can be partly met by
presenting lessons learnt outside the small group of aid specialists to a
wider public. Disseminating good and bad practice is intended to help to
ensure that the right conclusions are drawn: that there is a need to plan for
the future and to sustain the motivation of those engaged in this line of
(often frustrating) work. In this regard, visibility for presentation purposes
and opinion-building is also beneficial, if presentation matches evidence-
based performance, or is based on honesty about what worked or what did
not work (in other words if visibility is sought for information-sharing pur-
poses; those who deserve it should receive public recognition and appreci-
ation).

Most importantly, however, visibility can help to maintain peer pressure and
so prevent a relapse into a “free-for-all” situation, where agents act com-
petitively with only their own interests in mind (by exposing their unprinci-
pled behaviour publicly, for instance (“naming and shaming”)). Most inter-
estingly, acting solo for reasons of individual visibility, with a view to
achieving strong “brand awareness”, for example, is one of the risks asso-
ciated with visibility; this will be addressed in Chapter 3. This is evidence
that “visibility” is a complex working term. Whether it benefits the aid
effectiveness agenda certainly depends on why and when it is used. Prior to
the risk analysis, the benefits of visibility for partner countries will be out-
lined. 
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2.3 For partner countries

Figure 5: Benefits of visibility for partner countries

Source: Author’s own compilation

The benefits of visibility for partner countries are similar to the benefits of
visibility for DPs:

1. Making one’s cause visible is a useful way of drawing attention to one’s
cause. In the absence of much other bargaining power with which to ensure
that they are considered and noticed as development partners and not mere
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an ownership right. As development assistance ought to be demand- rather
than supply-driven, a highly visible and outspoken rejection of funds that
do not match identified needs may help to make it clear that the partner
country is serious about tackling its own development challenges.

2. Visibility may also help to justify and legitimise work efforts to the part-
ner country’s domestic principals and to the DP agency. Yet visibility for
information-sharing and transparency purposes remains one of the great
challenges for partner countries to date.10
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10 As mentioned in the introduction, a lack of transparency is a challenge for DPs, too 

(Global Campaign for Aid Transparency 2011).
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More importantly, however, rather than thinking in terms of benefits, part-
ners should perceive visibility in the context of opportunities and challenges: 

3. Partner governments, in particular, should take advantage of the current
momentum and make their work as visible as possible in order to ease
DPs’ reluctance to act in a principled manner. In their role as potential
leaders, they should be opportunistic and take responsibility for deter-
mining and gaining broad-based support for their democratic develop-
ment paths. They should perceive visibility as one of their leadership
requirements, behind which DPs can align themselves and harmonise
their activities. A key finding of the Phase II evaluation of the PD is that
good leadership in fact weakens DPs’ reluctance to align themselves and
improves harmonisation efforts among DPs (see Wood et al. 2011, 115). 

4. As far as they are able, recipients are therefore urged to embrace and jus-
tify power and control entrusted to them by drawing up rigorous and dem-
ocratic operational development plans with clearly delineated role percep-
tions and to set up reliable public financial management (PFM) and pro-
curement systems.11 In other words, for partners visibility means being
clear and open about who should do what and where. Visibility should be
sought as a means of sharing information and coordinating actions.

In addition, achieving the visibility of the partner country should be per-
ceived as an opportunity. One of the core weaknesses of pre-PD/AAA aid
delivery was DPs’ cultural insensitivity to the local context, partly caused
by a simple lack of knowledge (Pomerantz 2004). Consequently, partner
countries are explicitly urged to increase their visibility as they perform
their function as leaders and reliable development partners. They need to
help DPs to understand local cultures, histories and economic, political and
social structures, this being a key prerequisite for achieving aid effective-
ness in context, by shaping an agenda that meets the particular needs of the
partner country.

To conclude Chapter 2, visibility benefits development cooperation in gen-
eral and DPs and partner countries in particular. Whether used to share
information, to present one’s work or, politically, to shape opinions, its core

11 Recommendation 6 of the PD Evaluation Phase II calls on all stakeholders in partner 

countries “to take on full leadership and responsibility for further improvement in aid 
effectiveness in their own country”, which includes greater involvement of “legislatures, 
civil society and the private sector” (Wood et al. 2011, xvii).
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goal should be to shed honest light on who is doing what, where and how,
and on what has worked and what has not. As this is not always the case, the
next chapter will deal with the other side of the visibility coin: its potential
for threatening the implementation of the aid effectiveness agenda. 

3 What risks are associated with visibility? 

Effective development cooperation cannot function without some form of
visibility. However, effective development cooperation cannot cope with
every form of visibility. In fact, unless the call for visibility is differentiated,
the result may threaten the PD/AAA principles.

Figure 6: Risks associated with visibility 

Source: Author’s own compilation
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2. the desire for visibility overtakes reasonable arguments for delivering
“declaration-style” aid, that is, aid “that is clearly aligned to country pri-
orities and systems, coordinated by the country and/or provided through
harmonised or multi-donor arrangements, untied, predictable and trans-
parent” (Wood et al. 2011, xi), geared to the achievement of substantial
and sustainable development outcomes and results (which should be
negotiated between DPs and the partner country)12 (OECD 2011a). This
happens if the desire for visibility creates incentives for going solo that
are stronger than the incentives to work in a coordinated manner. In
practical terms, visibility undermines “declaration-style aid” when
agents insist on the visibility of their performance, thus if

• the desire for visibility nurtures the individualism and egoism of
agents who ignore, in particular, the PD principles of ownership,
alignment and harmonisation (or cling to old role perceptions of
competing DPs delivering supply-driven ODA to supplicants); 

• the desire for visibility encourages the uncoordinated “cherry-pick-
ing” of attractive projects, programmes, modalities, procedures or
countries. This causes duplication of effort and proliferation in the
DP landscape and is an administrative burden on partner-country
management that increases transaction costs; 

• the desire for value for money is misunderstood and results in the
emphasis being placed on “quick gains” which, though immediately
presentable and attributable, are neither sustainable nor substantial.
The evaluative focus remains on individual inputs (the financial,
human and material resources used for the development interven-
tion), activities (action taken or work performed, e.g. the number of
schools financed) and outputs (the products, capital goods and serv-
ices that result from a development intervention, e.g. the number of
schoolchildren enrolled) rather than joint outcomes (the likely or
actual short-term and medium-term effects of or changes to the out-
puts of an intervention, e.g. a reduction in the illiteracy rate) or its

12 See Appendix 1 for the intervention typology of inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes and

impacts commonly used in evaluation and results-based management. Inputs, activities

and outputs are commonly referred to as performance, whereas outcomes and impacts are

considered to be results (which are usually thought of as non-substantial and non-sus-

tainable unless joint action has been taken). 
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impacts (the long-term consequences of the programme, e.g.
improved primary education). This almost guarantees positive pub-
licity (our inputs – financial or technical assistance – have been
greater than those of donor X, which is why Y more children were
enrolled), although it creates a risk-averse culture that undermines
collaboration in addressing fundamental problems that require long-
term and coordinated action (e.g. how is it possible to improve the
quality of primary education? Who takes responsibility for the cur-
riculum, the supply and maintenance of the school equipment, the
training facilities for teachers and their salaries with a view to avoid-
ing a brain drain, and how can we together address the question of
political patronage influencing teacher placement in schools?);13

• actors claim the credit for joint results, rather than modestly admit-
ting that their own efforts have contributed to outcomes achieved
jointly. This is not only dishonest, but can also create a climate
where the partners feel relieved of the responsibility to help to
deliver results in the future;

• the desire for visibility puts a strain on the mental openness (or
imagination) that is required to select the mix of aid procedures and
instruments with which development ought to be “catalysed”, tai-
lored to the partner country’s needs, priorities and capacities (an
openness that is, however, required, according to the second phase of
the evaluation of the PD)14.

Put differently, the pressure to attribute – and to remain in control of the for-
mation of perceptions by promoting (and protecting) one’s “brand” – may
threaten the aid effectiveness agenda. This can happen if visibility-induced

13 As correctly observed by Breanda Killen, Liz Ditchburn and Marcus Manuel at an ODI

event on “Aid effectiveness and value for money aid: complementary or divergent agen-

das as we head towards HLF-4” on 4 March 4 2011, while both value for money and aid

effectiveness “should be complementary” (Manuel) and aim for the same thing (“more
impact from our money for poor people” (Ditchburn)), in practice value for money is best

demonstrated “through a series of simple, single focus, single donor projects” (Manuel)

(ODI 2011).  

14 “In general the current evaluations reconfirm and extend the conclusions of 2006 that ‘one
size fits all’ aid modalities are inappropriate. Each country and its partners need to find
and select the suitable mix for the country’s particular needs, priorities and capacities”
(Wood et al. 2011, 51).

12-5657_Studie_67_FINAL_10  17.08.12  14:34  Seite 39



Frank Vollmer

40 German Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE)

egoism has the (unintended) effect of encouraging PD/AAA non-compli-
ance in the form of questionable aid practices, including 

a)  strict earmarking (which is particularly harmful as it creates aid orphans
and DP darlings), 

b) the creation of parallel project implementation units (the delivery of
ODA off the partner country’s budget, thus bypassing local financial and
procurement systems, a procedure which undermines the opportunity of
having parliamentary oversight of the financial and technical assistance
entering the country) and 

c)  the unpredictable delivery of ODA, that is ODA with a small core-fund-
ing component but tied to the DP government’s annual budget cycles/fis-
cal year. This assistance is particularly problematical, since it gives rise
to the highest transaction costs, the most duplication and the highest
overheads and is as remote from the normative PD/AAA demand to
deliver ODA in a principled manner as it could be. 

At worst, visibility joins with other factors – such as geo-strategic and com-
mercial interests – and sets in motion a downward spiral in which assistance
remains (or relapses into) a one-way, donor-supplicant route, with DPs
competing with each other and refusing to delegate power and leadership to
partner countries. DPs act in this way (a) to remain in control of the assis-
tance provided, (b) to ensure that outputs are as forthcoming as anticipated
and (c) to guarantee that their work is attributable and distinctive in order
(d) to present positive work to the domestic principal. This accords with the
intention (e) of being perceived as a capable development actor. While man-
aging visibility in this way may suit the agent’s political intentions with
regard to the domestic electorate, it may cause ODA to become ineffective
since it undermines joint action.15

While the second phase of the evaluation of the Paris Declaration clearly
shows that – thanks to the agenda – a “free-for-all” situation has been

15 This observation appears to be confirmed when it is compared with the results of the

Phase I evaluation of the PD for the case study on Denmark: “… there is a perception at
field level that HQ wants visibility especially on cross-cutting issues, because it facili-
tates accountability to the interest groups at home. This, however, pushes towards proj-
ect-type aid modalities, where visibility is higher as results can be more easily attributed
to a specific well-targeted intervention; hence a potential conflict with the harmonization
agenda” (Wood et al. 2008, 20). 

12-5657_Studie_67_FINAL_10  17.08.12  14:34  Seite 40



Increasing the visibility and effectiveness of development cooperation

German Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE) 41

largely overcome, a possible relapse cannot be ruled out. In other words,
while development agencies are more willing to cooperate and collaborate
today than they were some 20 years ago, they do not cooperate and collabo-
rate as closely as they pledged to do by 2010 when signing the PD in 2005.
After all, the progress made in meeting the targets specified in the Monitor-
ing Survey – a set of thirteen indicators to be used in observing the quanti-
tative progress made in implementing the agenda – has been disappointing:
only one of the thirteen targets for 2010 was met (see Appendix 4).16 Despite
some promising progress in respect of partner-country ownership, both the
survey and the evaluation clearly show that progress particularly with
regard to alignment, harmonisation and managing for results has slowed,
partly because DPs fear a loss of individual visibility in the wake of such
action. In certain cases – such as Nepal – meaningful and evidence-based
recommendations for increasing aid effectiveness at partner-country level
have been rejected by DPs on the grounds that their individual visibility
would be forfeited as a result (OECD 2011b; Wood et al. 2011). In such
cases, effectiveness is demoted to a second concern among equals. 

In the following section this identification of risks will be analysed in
greater depth. The role played by visibility in causing malpractice particu-
larly by DPs, and here especially by DPs of the OECD/DAC group, will be
discussed. This is followed in section 3.2 by an “educated guess” as to why
the identified risks arise. 

3.1 What role does the desire for visibility play in the 
occurrence of DP malpractice?

Visibility is one factor among others that causes DP malpractice in both the
development and humanitarian sector. This may happen in various ways.
For instance, when agents are driven by an overt desire for visibility (to
achieve “brand awareness” or ensure attribution, for example), or if their
actions are driven by visibility factors, such as always responding to crises
with a high level of visibility (e.g. sudden-onset disasters, which usually
guarantee great media coverage and footage of the humanitarian
response), visibility certainly contributes to the occurrence of DP malpractice

16 Indicator 4, strengthening capacity by co-ordinated technical co-operation (a measure of

the extent to which donors co-ordinate their efforts to support countries’ capacity devel-

opment objectives).
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(e.g. an uncoordinated DP landscape duplicating interventions with supply-
driven assistance).

The following table 1 (s. page 43) presents the role of visibility in the
occurrence of inefficient or DP malpractice, as partly identified in the lit-
erature on effective aid (including findings of the Monitoring Survey 2011
and the evaluation of PD Phases I and II). The table 

1. begins by outlining the observation (row coloured in dark blue), 

2. then presents anecdotal evidence to back up and prove the observation
(row coloured in light blue) and 

3. finally sheds light on the role of visibility in the occurrence of the mal-
practice (row coloured in grey). 

To preclude any misunderstanding: the problems identified are not caused
solely by visibility, noticeability and/or attribution. Yet increasing “brand
awareness”, or being driven by the desire for visibility, is one factor among
such others as DPs’ political, geo-strategic and commercial interests, which
do indeed contribute to the subsequent inefficient and debatable aid prac-
tices (which, incidentally, feed on each other). Furthermore, owing to the
absence of a counterfactual, the analysis focuses on “plausible linkages”
forged and “possible contributions” made by visibility to PD/AAA non-
compliance, rather than attempting any form of clear attribution (Wood et
al. 2011, 113 apply the same line of argument in their evaluation of the
implementation of the PD in Mozambique).

3.2 Why do risks emerge?

The role played by visibility in exposing the implementation of the aid
effectiveness agenda to risks by bearing its share of the blame for DP mal-
practices has been explained. But why is it partly to blame? The following
sections make six “educated guesses”. 

3.2.1 Incentives: agency identity of DPs

The first reason is that DPs still see themselves first as an entity, rather than
as part of a larger team. Political and financial incentives cause them to per-
ceive themselves and to work as a separate entity, specialising in a certain
area of expertise and struggling with other ministries and agencies for
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funding or the most attractive lines of work. Even within agencies a feeling
of group visibility can be undermined by incentives to further careers by
presenting projects as “the work of an individual or small team”
(Williamson / Kizilbash Agha in Booth 2008, 6). 

This is exacerbated by the simultaneous absence of group accountability. As
Williamson and Kizilbash Agha have shown, DP agencies benefit from
attributed projects because they “assist in defending the aid budget to their
own parliamentary committees and audit authorities, and in defending the
departmental budget within the agencies” (ibid.). 

Identification as a separate entity is further strengthened if jealousy enters
the picture. In analysing the role of visibility in causing bilateral earmark-
ing in the humanitarian sector, a cherry-picking technique of DPs that has
long been criticised, Randel identified visibility as the elephant that makes
DPs uncomfortable:

“In principle, and in policy documents, donors and multilateral organisa-
tions say that visibility is a secondary concern. There is often a sense that
the ‘best’ donor would not want visibility. But when the same organisations
see others getting recognition – whether it is an NGO that they have funded,
or another donor who is doing no more than they are – they express frus-
tration and resentment at the lack of acknowledgement” (Randel 2007, 10).

All these factors encourage agencies to pursue an individual rather than a
joint strategic plan, which is a serious obstacle to harmonisation efforts. It
should be remembered that for DPs, particularly traditional bilateral DPs of
the OECD/DAC, visibility is a “two-edged sword”: they must be visible if
the aid effectiveness agenda is to work, but without undermining the
PD/AAA collaborative spirit. As providers of financial and technical assis-
tance, they possess “hard power” and face incentives to go solo and to
“cherry-pick”, but ought to become “silent partners” (but not “free riders”)
in cases where recipients show ownership or where the DPs are not assigned
the leading role in a DoL at sector or country level. 

This is a challenging task! It means shifting from a realistic to an idealistic
perspective of providing assistance. It requires team spirit and entails “hold-
ing one’s tongue” at times when others get the credit. It also means resist-
ing the many domestic incentives that stand in the way of following the
idealistic route.
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However, incentive structures within DP agencies are not the only reason
for the lack of progress towards the more effective implementation of the
aid effectiveness agenda. 

3.2.2 Partner-country incentives to remain path-dependent

It is also possible to indentify incentives within partner countries that inhibit
progress particularly in the promotion of partner-country ownership. The
point is that certain partner countries are not very eager to change their
ways, since they benefit from the traditional manner in which ODA has
been transferred, as Williamson / Kizilbash Agha in Booth (2008) explain: 

“Within recipient governments, project modalities with parallel funding
and management mechanisms generate multiple material and non-mater-
ial benefits for the ministers and civil servants in whose sectors they are
located, including salary top-ups, allowances, vehicles, training and
travel opportunities, and prestige. Ministers, parliamentarians and local
authorities are interested in the political credit they get for attracting a
stand-alone project to a specific sector or area. The resource flows from a
free-standing project are visible, reliable and relatively simple to control.
The government officials at the sector or local-government prefer to avoid
the unpredictability, rigidities and reporting requirements associated with
funding through the national budget […]. In addition, dealing with a sin-
gle donor is simpler than dealing with several through a pooled-funding
or budget-support arrangement, where donors tend to ‘gang up’ on the
ministry in way that reduce its discretion”. 

Incentives for adhering to PD/AAA principles have further diminished in
recent years with the emergence of new or “non-DAC providers of assis-
tance”, such as the BRICS17 (Davies 2011, 74). Officially acknowledged
for the first time in the Busan Partnership Agreement, these DPs are trans-
forming international development cooperation “by contributing new ideas
and modalities, as well as increasing the options available for partner
countries” (Davies 2011, 76). 

In contrast to the PD/AAA principles, South-South cooperation (SSC)
attaches less or no importance to good governance, respect for human rights
or other conditions attached to traditional assistance. On the contrary, the
SSC agenda embraces sovereignty, non-interference, solidarity, mutual

17 Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa
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respect and, explicitly, mutual economic benefit (which does not necessar-
ily have to be pro-poor). 

While the agenda has the advantage that the DP and its partners (seemingly)
meet on closer terms with regard to their respective development stages, it
faces the criticism of lacking transparency, being unaccountable (since it
does not feature impact evaluations) and undermining democratisation
processes, since decisions are often taken behind closed doors, without civil
society being consulted. To further their own interests, some partners mis-
guidedly prefer the SSC agenda for these reasons.

To sum up, the reluctance of some partners (certainly not all: partner-coun-
try ownership is the principle on which, as the Phase II evaluation of the PD
points out, most progress has been made, with 37% of the countries partic-
ipating in the Monitoring Survey having drawn up operational development
plans by 2010) to assume their leadership role since they benefit from a lack
of ownership causes DP malpractices, especially if it forces DPs to keep
bypassing the partners’ budgets and to work parallel to rather than through
the government.

3.2.3 Visibility used to create a favourable perception
unsupported by evidence

Visibility causes DP malpractice when it is used politically as a tool to create
a favourable perception of a competent agent despite the lack of evidence to
back it up (see sections 1.3 and 1.4). For instance, for DPs to focus predom-
inantly on quick gains so that they can present successes in a timely fashion
with a view to being perceived as competent and capable of taking action may
contradict the aid effectiveness agenda, when, for example, the action taken
has no lasting impact, but merely intensifies the micro-macro paradox. 

Visibility for transparency purposes, to reveal what has worked and what
has not, is not usually to be criticised. Yet the classical PAP is constantly
present. Information can be selected to further one’s own strategy. The PAP
also befalls the aid effectiveness agenda as such, since the PD/AAA com-
mitments are usually known to just a small group of aid specialists. Agents
tend to refer selectively to the agenda in their visibility and communication
plans when it suits their own interests and strategic choices, but omit to
mention the Declaration when their actions do not comply with the
PD/AAA commitments (as that would show them in a bad light). In such
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cases, the political use of visibility contradicts its transparency mandate,
which constitutes risky behaviour.

Certainly, if presentation matches the evidence of performance or lack of
performance, in other words, if visibility is used for an honest presentation,
whether an actor contributes to “effective” aid delivery or not, then visibil-
ity for presentation- and perception-building purposes is not to be criticised.

3.2.4 Institutional isomorphism

Great minds think alike, act alike. Agents look at other agents to see what
works (for them) and what does not. In a sense, this is useful. It proves that
evaluation is being taken seriously, and good work is being duplicated. Yet
this has a mass effect, known in sociology as “institutional isomorphism” (a
term coined by DiMaggio / Powell [1983]). Isomorphism is the drive toward
similarity, a “constraining process that forces one unit in a population to
resemble other units that face the same set of environmental conditions”
(ibid., 149). The two central mechanisms of institutional isomorphism are
mimetic processes and normative pressures. The former occurs when organ-
isations imitate other organisations when faced with uncertainty; the latter
results from professionalization (ibid., 150). 

Specifically, what is of value and merit in terms of visibility at individual
agency level may have unintended detrimental consequences that inhibit
progress at macro level, that is, progress towards the implementation of the
PD/AAA principles and commitments. Communication experts commis-
sioned with the task of increasing “brand awareness” and noticeability may
recommend the use of a mix of instruments and procedures having the
greatest potential to cause visibility, such as bilateral project aid that
ensures attribution. They may also recommend using humanitarian aid ear-
marked for a “sudden-onset disaster” reactively to respond in the public
media to a very “visible” crisis. By itself, there is nothing to criticise. Some-
body should indeed respond to the crisis, and the response or development
strategy may address identified needs, given the circumstances in which the
response or strategy has to operate.

Yet, if duplicated, homogenised and conducted en masse by development
agents, this causes a setback and reveals inefficient practice, against which
analytical background the PD and, for the humanitarian sector, the 2003
Good Humanitarian Donorship Principles were formulated. If everybody
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focuses on visible crises, aid orphans emerge and the DP landscape frag-
ments in the crisis identified. If all agents set up exciting projects for great
presentation, nobody will be willing to invest in maintenance activities,
which are less interesting. As correctly observed by Rogerson / Steensen
(2009, 1), “accountability to taxpayers or boards is seldom focused on cor-
recting [or supplementing] the actions of others”.

This is the contradiction in the analysis of visibility and its implications for
the effective delivery of ODA. While too much niche-thinking for reasons
of visibility and brand awareness is unfavourable to the aid effectiveness
agenda, since it hampers harmonisation and alignment, too much conform-
ity for reasons of visibility leads to one-sided, uneven assistance strategies.
It may result in excessive emphasis on what is currently the “flavour of the
month”, such as social-sector targeting, and on what promises to make the
agent most noticeable, such as earmarked humanitarian assistance.

A middle path should be sought, with harmonised actors ensuring a bal-
anced assistance strategy based on needs identified by the partner countries
and across countries. It should ensure that crucial work areas are not over-
looked or bypassed. The temptation to duplicate only those elements of
assistance strategies that have proved capable of assuring agents of positive
results which can be presented to the domestic audience in order to create
positive perceptions is a threat to the aid effectiveness agenda, a point that
should be borne in mind.18

This observation leads to the next explanation of why identified risks
emerge: channels vary in their potential for creating noticeability.

3.2.5 Differing potential of channels for creating “noticeability”

Not every descriptor (sign, symbol, phrase, channel, etc.) has the same
strength or potential for creating widespread noticeability and, by exten-
sion, shaping (mass) perception. Certain channels used to deliver messages
are more attractive to certain actors because they are more direct, have an
extensive range and target emotions, which is why agents like them, but
also why they are highly contentious: 

18 Seen from this angle. the Busan Partnership Agreement must be complimented for its

intention to “accelerate efforts to address the issue of countries that receive insufficient
assistance” and so address the problem of aid orphans (OECD 2011a, 7).
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“the visibility that most donors and agencies rate most highly (the cover-
age on international TV or prestigious national TV or influential interna-
tional press) is competitive. Not everyone can have the slot on CNN and
the area of visibility which is most contentious – the flagging of humani-
tarian interventions – is considered to give a competitive edge in gaining
that publicity” (Randel 2007, 10).

As mentioned in section 1.4, Gustave Le Bon (2007 33, 120) was already
postulating in 1895 that “a crowd thinks in images” and that mass percep-
tions are best formed and affirmed “by repetition”, by fixing a certain
thought “in the mind in such a way that it is accepted at the end as a demon-
strated truth”, which works even if the idea affirmed is “kept free of all rea-
soning and all proof”.

Hence, a five-minute slot on the evening news, with a field report about a
high-ranking official visiting refugee camps supported by attributable aid
transfers, such as bilateral ODA, at the peak of the hunger crisis in the Horn
of Africa in 2011 may have been the most desired form of visibility for cre-
ating the widespread perception that funds are given in the most useful way
to those in greatest need. It is the type of message that is sent when the pub-
lic are paying attention, one that is potentially the least ambiguous (a DP
presented as an altruistic Samaritan), targets emotions and can be easily
repeated in one crisis after another.19 Whether this kind of approach is
effective fades into the background or becomes completely out of focus.20

Other ways of channelling messages are less attractive since they are more
limited in their range, more demanding in terms of time and cognitive effort
for the recipient to fathom the message and unsuited to repetition. Text- or

19 In a study by the Institute of Development Studies of UK public perceptions of aid 185

selected members of the UK public were interviewed. One recalled the repetition of mes-

sages that remain focused on superficial aspects, addressing symptoms rather than causes

of the crisis: “I’ve seen so many reports on famines in Africa that all looked so identical
that it could be the same reports being shown over and over. We never learn what caused
the crisis or what happened after the press got bored with it and moved on. What we never
seem to get is a clear, simply presented documentary that gives us the whole picture in an
un-sensationalist style. I don’t need to see dying babies, I want to know why they are
dying (G4304)” (Henson et al. 2010, 58). 

20 As already shown in section 3.1, it can be argued that the more noticeable relief efforts
obscured the fact that many DPs and regional actors had previously ignored warning sig-
nals that a famine in the Horn of Africa was likely unless early action was taken, which
would, of course, have been a less noticeable/visible course of action. 
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data-rich reports or documentaries are examples of this, their potential for
creating noticeability and a perception being further diminished if the sub-
ject-matter can be regarded as of no interest to the general public, examples
being electoral or judicial reform, public finance reform (including taxation)
and wealth generation through public-private partnerships, or if their content
is simply not “new”, as in the case of reports about maintenance activities. 

This observation is also of importance to the media, which, aside from the
primary actors involved in development assistance, are the prime means of
creating visibility in the public domain. In an honest self-assessment of
their role in causing DP malpractice, the media should reflect critically on
the incentives they give for DP action through their reporting trends:

• Do the media revisit emergencies with the aim of helping to assess and
document reconstruction efforts and reporting on actual outcomes and
impacts of past emergency relief? 

• Do multilateral institutions receive as much attention proportionally as
given to domestic bilateral agencies? 

• How often have the media enquired about proven attribution of individ-
ual efforts at agency level, rather than asking about the outcomes and
impacts of aid delivered under harmonised or multi-DP arrangements? 

• Is general budget support for the governance sector given the same atten-
tion as project aid to the education and health sectors? 

• Do proactive measures in productive sectors receive the same level of
media attention as reactive humanitarian aid for sudden-onset disasters?

• Do the media check whether a partner country has established opera-
tional development plans, analysed the roles assigned and assessed
agents on the basis of that information? In other words, have assessments
of assistance strategies been fair in that they judge them by reference to
the latest research on “effective” assistance? On this basis is the
unfavourable publicity or negative visibility certain actors and actions
receive actually deserved? 

In short, the media should assess themselves to see whether they have a
reporting bias in that they give certain actors, procedures, modalities and
work patterns favourable publicity, while neglecting or even criticising
others. And they should consider how far they attempt, or unintentionally
help, to set the agenda with their reporting trends and incentive structures.
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3.2.6 Function follows form

The final identifiable reason for the risks associated with visibility is that
the desire for it puts a strain on the imagination that is required if aid is to
be effective in the given context. Certain country strategies will contain ele-
ments (modalities, procedures, teams) which are inferior to others in terms
of their potential for visual presentation and communication, as the previ-
ous section has shown. For instance, 

• in terms of visual presentation, GBS is inferior to project aid;

• multilateral aid is as inferior to bilateral aid as unearmarked funding is
to earmarked funding if attribution is what is wanted; 

• proactive decision-making is inferior to reactive decision-making if the
goal is noticeability, since public interest is usually lacking; 

• maintenance activities are of less interest than the establishment of
new projects. 

This may undermine the imagination of actors. Useful strategic proposals
may be rejected on the grounds that agents do not see any potential for
“selling” them to their stakeholders at home, that the strategy cannot be pre-
sented as interesting, that individual contributions cannot be attributed or
that certain team members are assigned tasks which have greater potential
for positive presentation, which intensifies jealousies within the group. 

Visibility thus threatens the aid effectiveness agenda when it drives rather
than follows (reports on) the agenda, when, for reasons of visibility, useful
measures are not taken. In other words, when the function of ODA – to be
delivered most efficiently and effectively so that it may have a lasting
impact on the partner country’s poverty incidence (the evidence-based util-
isation of ODA) – follows, in the ranking order, the form of its presentation,
visibility threatens the implementation of the aid effectiveness agenda.21

Given this realisation, what should be done?

21 To put it differently, visibility threatens the aid effectiveness agenda when the DP ignores

rational and evidence-based recommendations for achieving aid effectiveness in the part-

ner country by such means as channelling bilateral ODA through the partner country’s

public financial management (PFM) systems if circumstances allow, simply because the

DP feels that the visibility of its own performance in the recommendation is not strong

enough to show off its own “brand” to the principals in their respective domestic con-

stituencies.
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4 Parameters of the “new” visibility

Departing from the risk identification and risk analysis in Chapter 3, the study
proposes the following attitude towards visibility in development cooperation.

4.1 Restore the ranking order of events: form follows function

Visibility should be addressed in a two-step thought process:

1. Agents should decide in the given context on a strategy (modalities, pro-
cedures and work assignments) for ODA to be so used that it unleashes its
greatest “catalytic” potential for development (e.g. through joint program-
ming at country level). At this stage, agents free their minds from any con-
cerns as to whether the strategy has the potential to be made visible. 

2. Once the strategy has been decided, communication experts should use
their imagination and work with whatever is available. 

In other words, the study proposes the restoration of the ranking order of
actions and emphasises the need and desire for visibility to be oriented
towards the necessary strategic choices to be taken to achieve aid effective-
ness in the given context, not the other way round. Form follows function,
not vice versa. The second step is to give creativity a chance.

4.2 Give creativity a chance

As stated in section 3.2.6, certain strategic choices will contain elements
which are inferior to others in terms of their potential for visual communi-
cation/visualisation. This should, however, be perceived as a challenge
rather than an existential disadvantage. With imagination and creativity, a
lack of potential for achieving visibility can be turned into visibility, with-
out effectiveness being undermined. In other words, if something is not vis-
ible, make it visible:

• Randel (2007), for instance, proposes that the challenge of attribution
should be overcome by reporting “on unrestricted money as a trail, not
as a snapshot”, meaning the inclusion of individual contributions to
unearmarked, pooled and multilateral funds in financial reports on
expenditure, such as OECD.Stat or OCHA’s FTS. 
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• Hiergens (2010) proposes that communication should change “from
project reporting to policy debates and results oriented working” with
regard to multilateral ODA. The general message could be that multilat-
eral cooperation is an added value and “closer to home than you think it
is”. What it takes is a good explanation of why this type of cooperation
has been chosen and what the expected benefits are, with an outline of
the results likely to be achieved. This necessitates investing in sound
M&E of multilateral work to make room for reports on results, both
good and bad, and some interesting story-telling fed by selected projects
and elements of the collaboration appropriate to the story. Multilateral
organisations, on the other hand, need to make an effort to meet the com-
munication needs of bilateral DPs by presenting, for instance, the work
of national representatives in the organisations. In practical terms, DP
visibility could be generated through joint outreach activities, press
events, annual reports, flagship publications, annual meetings and
emphasis on contributions to results.

• Data and information visualisation experts rightly claim that, with
detailed information on aid “that is open, timely, findable and usable,
you could soon find yourself able to use information visualisation to
communicate insights about the world of international development that
just weren’t possible before”. Yet poor visualisation weakens the utility
of the data generated (AidInfo 2011). Using data and information visu-
alisation and interaction tools22 is therefore essential in any attempt to
highlight those elements of international cooperation, such as budget
support and pool arrangements, which are inferior in terms of their
potential for visualisation.

• Finally, a lack of visibility can be offset with some good explanations
and interesting stories as to why certain strategies were chosen. A lack of
aesthetics can be offset by some good communication. 

To this end, evaluation departments should team up with communication
experts specialising in transforming complex and abstract themes into
“infotainment”. Those who lay the foundations for evidence-based

22 See the following organisations, providers and institutions, who work successfully on or

with data and information visualisation: AidData (2011), Gapminder (2011), the World

Bank (2011), Gephi (2011), Google Fusion (2011) and the Max Planck Institute for the

Study of Societies (2011). 
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decision-making should collaborate closely with those required to commu-
nicate these actions to the outside world with creativity and inspiration.23

However, it should be apparent that substance rather than the potential for
positive presentation drives decisions on aid strategies. 

4.3 Move from performance visibility to results visibility 

Visibility utilisation for presentation and perception-building purposes is a
threat to the aid effectiveness agenda when it is not backed by evidence.24

Agents should therefore align the presentation of their own efforts with
jointly achieved development outcomes. Any further information (on
inputs, activities and outputs – the agents’ performance) is important with
regard to the other function of visibility: overseeing actors and actions (pub-
lished, for instance, through the International Aid Transparency Initiative or
publicly accessible web-libraries at partner-country level). 

In this connection it is important to note that an agent’s performance does
not necessarily have to be visible to be effective. In fact, non-visibility – in
the sense that the performance does not receive much attention or occurs
largely unnoticed – is not an indication of the absence of performance!
Financing school maintenance activities may be less visible and noticeable
than financing the building of a new school. Yet, in performance terms, it
may be more effective to ensure that a school is maintained (so that prem-
ises are available for improving the quality of education, the desired out-
come of the aid intervention) than to focus on a very visible, but unique out-
put (the building of a new school, with no mention of who will cover the
maintenance costs once the programme has ended). On the other hand,
while performance does not necessarily have to be visible to be effective, it
must be transparent to increase the likelihood of its contributing to the
effective use of ODA. In other words, performance indicators and informa-
tion should be made visible at a centralised location for all to see and to

23 Possible role models is the “Mathematikum” (2011) in Giessen, Germany, the “world's
first mathematical science center”, which, since 2002, has successfully presented the

flipside of abstract mathematics, its practical, sensual and playful “hands-on” applicabil-

ity. Communicating on development may be an abstract endeavour, but that is even truer

of mathematics. 

24 The danger of the PAP is omnipresent, and Gustav Le Bon’s analysis of the possibilities of
perception formation and manipulation with content-free and even bogus visuals is as valid
in 2012 as it was in 1895. 
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access easily to gain an insight into who is engaged where, with how much
and in what constellation. Without this necessary information gathered in a
common format to enable activities to be coordinated, in-country DoL is
unnecessarily hampered and duplication of effort is more likely.

However, in order to judge an agent’s visibility management to form per-
ceptions (visibility for what purpose?), such management should be
assessed on the basis of the answer given to the evaluative question
presented in Box 2:

Box 2: Evaluation of communication strategies 

To what extent does the agent present his contribution to outcomes (visibility
at what phase?) achieved with aid given declaration-style at country level (vis-
ibility with what information, and at what level)?

Source: Author’s own compilation

The messages that development actors want to send can be tailored to dif-
ferent target groups (visibility for whom?) and their particular needs and
attention spans. Yet, however noticeability is sought, information should be
linked to the PD meaning of effectiveness. 

It should be borne in mind that by reiterating that visibility is a political
reality and necessity makes it essential to reflect on the value system which
directs visual communication for presentation purposes. If aid effectiveness
is the primary goal (“This is the result of our fight against poverty”), not
aid’s classical raison d'être as such (“Why we fight poverty and this is how
we do it”), then the communication and visibility strategy needs to adjust
and focus on medium-to long-term solutions achieved with the help of
ODA. In an ideal world, of course, a communicative act would indeed illu-
minate the delivery chain from input to impact. Yet what little attention span
there is should be used most efficiently and devoted not to excessive dis-
cussion of reactions (inputs and outputs) to problems (such as poverty), but
to finding and presenting solutions. 

Results should therefore be both visible and transparent. If the results are
not visible as such (which can easily be the case in such areas as gender or
fostering social cohesion, which are, by definition, not as visible as, say, the
funding of a new building or street), they should be made visible, through
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creative attempts at visualising data and information and improved com-
munication. In other words, agents should use results in an attempt to make
an impression and mould political perceptions that they have been “good”
development actors. This requires improvements on the following fronts.

4.4 Eight steps forward 

To unite presentation and perception-building with evidence it is essential
– particularly for DPs – to make progress on eight fronts: 

1. Improve outcome-monitoring and Q-squared impact evaluation tech-
niques for aid given declaration-style (and its Busan follow-up), and
commission their use on a broad scale 

The better and richer the understanding of outcomes and impacts of decla-
ration-style aid – its results – the easier it will be to communicate and visu-
alise them. Without the necessary evidence base, it will not be possible to
align presentation with content.25 Interestingly, according to the Pilot Aid
Transparency Index, information relating to monitoring results and impact
is collected, but rarely published. For the authors of the index there 

“is no defensible reason for why there is not a presumption towards the
publication of this information – particularly given donor commitments
relating to monitoring for results, mutual accountability and conditional-
ity” (Global Campaign for Aid Transparency 2011).

2. Develop a sense of group identity for visibility

Communication strategists of the various agents working on a country case
should begin to collaborate and develop a joint/harmonised visibility and
communications plan. 

3. Develop the political will to “walk the talk” of the aid effectiveness reform 

The idea of horizontalising development cooperation is, to some extent, still
“idealistic”, because power imbalances continue to exist. Implementing the
PD/AAA commitments requires agents willing to develop that idealistic

25 By analysing the findings of the Phase II evaluation of the PD, Ashoff (2011) highlights

that the need to prove positive development results requires more serious results-oriented

management and necessitates the commissioning of more evaluations.
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attitude. The evaluation of the implementation of the PD in Mozambique
described the problem as follows: 

“The main finding is that the PD ignored completely political and power
aspects of the aid relationship. Implementation of the PD implies a mental-
ity shift on both sides, but it is naïve to expect that a recipient country and
a donor will come to see each other as truly equal partners, when the abil-
ity to “punish” is so onesided. Government officials often raised their frus-
tration that when push comes to shove, donors are able to force government
by threatening to reduce or withdraw aid” (Wood et al. 2011, 115). 

Phase I of the evaluation of the PD actually emphasised that DP agencies in
particular have to “let go” and reduce “past degrees of strategic donor con-
trol and leadership” in order to implement the agenda. In practical terms,
this implied “reducing demands for the visibility and attribution of their
individual contributions” and therefore a reduction in the visibility of their
individual inputs and activities (or performance visibility) (Wood et al.
2008, 9). This is a recommendation that is important to keep in mind, since,
even though development cooperation has overcome the “free-for-all” situ-
ation that characterised pre-PD development cooperation through the
implementation of the agenda, Phase II of the evaluation of the PD and, in
particular, the results of the Monitoring Survey 2011 have shown very
clearly that in many instances donor-driven activities remain the rule rather
than the exception (see Chapter 3 for an in-depth analysis). 

4. Be humble and modest 

Collaboration can work only if agents develop greater humility and modesty
about their own role in that collaboration and in development cooperation as
a whole. Development cooperation is a complex and ambitious field, where
progress is often slow to come. This needs to be realised. The author of this
study therefore considers any presentation of efficient and effective collab-
oration more valuable than the perfect presentation of mediocre perform-
ance. It increases an organisation’s credibility, since it shows that it is taking
its M&E obligations seriously. It also shows that an agent has himself made
a realistic assessment of both the options and the limits at his level of influ-
ence in helping to solve the complex socio-political and economic problem
that is poverty. If honesty and humility are applied, the temptation for
“watchdogs” to undertake overly critical and often lurid investigations (key
words: “mediated scandals”) will be overcome. This aspect is linked directly
to the next area in which progress needs to be made.
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5. Work with the media

The “fourth estate” in particular should be (made) aware of its agenda-setting
potential through its reporting trends, which are often inconsistent with the
PD/AAA principles and commitments. It is therefore essential to survey these
reporting trends, to assess whether they play their part in encouraging primary
agents to work in a “principled” manner (to assess the degree to which joint
results are sought and reported, rather than reporting solely on the performance
of the individual actors in development cooperation). Enlightened media might
make it easier to enlighten the public.

6. Enlighten the public 

Once he has been given a good explanation, it is to be hoped that the principal
will understand that sacrificing the visibility of individual input and activities
during the project/programme implementation phase in the partner country –
performance visibility – has been worthwhile, so long as the impact of joint
action for the beneficiaries in the partner country has been greater than might
possibly have been achieved by the sum of the individual efforts of develop-
ment actors. In theory, this leads to greater ODA effectiveness, which increases
“value for money”. Hence, such a course of action would be in the principal’s
own best interest. The rationale behind the aid effectiveness agenda must
therefore be made more visible outside the small group of aid specialists. If the
recipient of the message rewards the sender for his honesty and priority-setting
(form follows function), the idea that “non-visibility” is a strong reason for
objecting to useful strategic proposals may be eliminated in the future. 

Promoting “development awareness” is in fact an activity that traditional
OECD/DAC DPs can count as official ODA (in 2010 it accounted for approx.
US$ 0.4 billion of bilateral development assistance, more than was spent on
disaster prevention and preparedness). Those resources should be used more
efficiently to guarantee that international knowledge regarding the parameters
of effective development assistance is spread more widely, rather than con-
fined to a small group of aid specialists. If the agenda is better known and
more widely accepted, it will become easier to make progress on the next step,
step seven.

7. Be noticeable for your principled behaviour 

Alignment and harmonisation naturally lead to reduced input and process
visibility, but that does not mean that agents are not noticed: in 2010, for
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example, Sweden used the public financial management systems of partner
countries to deliver 71 percent of its bilateral aid for the government sector
(against an average of 48 percent) and undertook 42 percent of its missions
in the field jointly with other donors (average: 19 percent) (OECD 2011b).
Arguably, by sacrificing individual input visibility, the Swedish govern-
ment, government departments/Ministry for Foreign Affairs and the
Swedish Agency for International Development Cooperation increased
their noticeability, not least among their peers, for their commitment to
alignment and harmonisation.

8. Partner countries need to show ownership

The eighth step concerns partner country governments in particular. Own-
ership is the linchpin of the aid effectiveness agenda. Without ownership,
joint efforts to increase the impact of ODA will be in vain, and the “new”
visibility is bound to fail. Partner governments are therefore urged to take
full advantage of their ownership mandate, thus enabling DPs to act in a
principled manner.

These steps are not quick fixes (for a problem that is admittedly complex).
On the contrary, their aim is to change the norms – in much the same way
as the aid effectiveness agenda itself – underlying the manner in which
development agents, their principals, the media and partner countries inter-
act with each other. The experience of implementing the PD clearly shows
that seeking to change behaviour in a system characterised by a plethora of
actors, differing interests and individual incentive systems is a very com-
plex endeavour. It will take time and effort to nurture the preconditions for
a “new” form of visibility that is conducive to the aid effectiveness agenda.
But it is not impossible for these steps to be taken in a timely manner to
achieve tentative results and to go on from there. A positive tangible out-
come of these steps would be that DPs in particular would begin   

1. to “think twice”26 before calling for more visibility and to weigh up the
consequences – intended and unintended – which that call might have for
efforts to make ODA more effective,

26 The Final Report “Progress and Challenges in Aid Effectiveness: What can we learn from
the Health Sector” published by the OECD makes the same recommendation. It calls on

actors to “think twice” before setting up additional global funds and programmes in order

to curb fragmentation (OECD 2011e, 11). 
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2. to become aware of the fact that calling for more visibility while much
ODA information continues to lack transparency – as is still the case,
given the abundance of unpublished ODA information, particularly on
outcomes and impacts – is somewhat contradictory. Raising awareness
through greater visibility is justifiable if 

a. results are presented, and 

b. third parties are given the information needed to conduct some 
essential fact-checking so that they can distinguish the “seemingly” 
effective DPs from the “really” effective DPs.27

5 Conclusions

This study set out to address two objectives:

1. firstly, to conceptualise visibility in the context of the aid effectiveness
agenda;

2. secondly, to assess and to appease, in the wake of such conceptualisation,
the relationship between the two calls – one for “greater visibility” and one
for “greater effectiveness”. 

The study has found that, depending on motivations, timing and context, the
visibility of ODA is a precondition for, facilitator of and threat to the aid
effectiveness agenda. Departing from a working definition which, in the con-
text of the aid effectiveness agenda, places visibility in the interplay between
transparency and public relations, the study shows that visibility is used for
information-sharing and presentation purposes and to shape the mass per-
ception that an agent is a competent development actor. This constitutes the
“politicisation” of visibility, which poses the analytical challenge of critically
scrutinising the information with which agents choose to form an opinion.

The study reaffirms not only that the need for visibility constitutes a “politi-
cal reality” if a deepening of early signs of aid reform fatigue is to be avoided,
but also that the desire for and exposure to visibility are prerequisites for
effective development cooperation: without visibility agents cannot justify or

27 In other words, transparency plays an important role in overcoming the PAP and enabling
the principal to decide for himself whether the DP is really as good an actor as he claims –
or wants to persuade the principal to believe himself to be – in its visibility and communi-
cation strategy.  
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legitimise their work, leverage support for increases in ODA or distinguish
good from bad practice. As a motivational and performance tool, visibility is
indispensable as a means of ensuring that peer pressure is maintained so that
individual agents may be deterred from “going solo”. 

Yet visibility is a threat to the aid effectiveness agenda when the individual –
that is, the agency striving for visibility and noticeability particularly at the
behest of ministries responsible for promoting development in DP countries
and of the implementing bi- and multilateral development institutions –
undermines any serious attempt at joint action. It has been shown that certain
aid procedures, modalities, work constellations, etc. simply have more poten-
tial for presenting activities and forming a positive perception, and that this
can put a strain on the mental openness (or imagination) that is required for
a decision in a given context on the mix of aid procedures and instruments to
be used to catalyse development tailored to the needs, priorities and capaci-
ties of the partner country. In other words, visibility-induced individualism
and egoism can undermine the required horizontalisation of international
cooperation, for which sharing the spotlight (PD 3 harmonisation) and will-
ingness to take the passenger seat (PD 2 alignment) are essential. This unin-
tentionally helps to reveal aid malpractices that the aid effectiveness agenda
was initially compiled to address (i.e. the proliferation of the DP landscape
with insubstantial/fragmented assistance given, or the unharmonised (re-)
bilateralisation of development and, by extension, humanitarian assistance). 

At the same time, the pendulum may swing too far in the other direction. This
happens when visibility causes a crowding-in of actors in tempting work
areas that promise positive presentation and widespread noticeability. This is
detrimental to the aid effectiveness agenda, because it can cause the mass
effect that the PD/AAA also sought to prevent, namely duplication of effort,
the creation of DP darlings and aid orphans and the lack of balance in the
attention given to the social and productive sectors.

On the basis of this analysis, the study proposes the restoration of the ranking
order of actions and argues that the need and desire for visibility should be
oriented towards the necessary strategic choices to be made to achieve aid
effectiveness in the given context, not the other way round. When the form of
visibility follows the function of effective development cooperation, visibility
fulfils its facilitating potential for the aid effectiveness agenda, since it aligns
perception-building with evidence-based decision-making. Communication
specialists are called on to work with whatever cooperation strategy has been
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decided on the basis of what is best for addressing needs case by case (e.g.
through joint programming at country level) and meeting the challenge of
visualising and communicating its content with creativity and imagination.
Furthermore, agents should develop a form of group identity in cases where
there has been collaboration and attempt to coordinate their visibility and
communication strategies accordingly. 

The most important argument put forward in this study is that, if visibility is
sought (or actively used) for presentation and opinion-forming purposes, it
should be achieved with honest and evidence-based information. Wilful
deception of the mass mind with bogus, manipulated, overly polished or
selective information conveying only part of the picture, taking things out of
context or deliberately implying, or inadvertently giving the impression, that
measures have been taken to comply with the PD/AAA (and, by extension,
the Good Humanitarian Donorship principles) – such “lip-service” should be
detected by political analysts and publicly exposed, so that transparency, vis-
ibility’s other mandate, is (re-)established and information is fully and hon-
estly shared. This should ensure that public perceptions and opinions are
formed on the basis of realistic accounts of an agent’s work and merit. 

Consequently, while information and data on inputs, activities, outputs, out-
comes and impacts should be published through the International Aid Trans-
parency Initiative or publicly accessible web-libraries – with a view to launch-
ing some much-needed exchange of information – visibility and communica-
tion strategies specially designed to present an agency’s work – and, by exten-
sion, to give an impression – should be assessed on the basis of the quality of
answers given to the evaluative question: 

To what extent does the agent publicise his contribution to outcomes
(visibility at what phase?) which were achieved with aid provided
declaration-style at country level (visibility with what information
and at what level)?28

If these questions are to answered properly, the M&E of assistance deliv-
ered declaration-style will need to be improved so that 

28 Performance does not necessarily have to be visible to be effective; it should “only” be

transparent. Results, on the other hand, should be visible and transparent. The visibility

of results should be of the kind with which development agents attempt to form political

perceptions (that of a good/effective development agent).
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1. firstly, communication experts can develop visibility plans for external
presentation and opinion-building based on evidence, and 

2. secondly, surveillance and oversight of primary agents by responsible
third-party watchdogs may be increased.

Responsible watchdogs are actors who take their accountability function
seriously by basing their judgments on the findings of the latest research
into what actually constitutes effective development assistance. This pre-
supposes the willingness of the electorate and important stakeholders to use
quality information rather than an aesthetic presentation on which to base
their political perceptions and opinions. The study therefore ends with

1. the call to make the principles and commitments of the PD/AAA (and
the Busan follow-up) and their underlying rationale more visible outside
the small group of aid specialists; 

2. the basic, but often ignored, reminder never to judge a book by its cover;

3. the call always to look for a third way when two justifiable objectives
seem to be irreconcilable. If agents can agree that outcome/result visibil-
ity is somehow the least unsatisfactory solution to a complex problem and
if they are willing to be creative and to accept a meaningful combination
of visibility and communication strategies that eventually explains that a
loss of visibility of input and activities during project/ programme imple-
mentation at partner-country level was conducive to joint efforts to make
ODA more effective (always supposing that the right conditions prevail in
the partner country), abandoning this type of visibility – performance vis-
ibility – may be but a small price to pay for aid effectiveness.

This “new” visibility obviates the need to choose between visibility and
effectiveness. However, it calls for a capable partner-country government,
one that takes full advantage of its ownership mandate. The “new” visibil-
ity also requires “patient” DPs and principals who do not believe that quick
gains are sufficient to have any real impact on the incidence of poverty in
the partner country. On the contrary, both need to have the necessary strate-
gic vision to achieve development results. 

If, however, the partner country does not accept ownership – and the
responsibilities that come with it – and if DPs continue to insist on the vis-
ibility of their individual inputs and processes at partner-country level –
their performance visibility – then the two calls for greater visibility and
greater effectiveness will remain irreconcilable.
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Appendix 1: Interventions-Typology used in Evaluation and
Results-based management

Source: Sera / Beaudry (2007, 2)

Inputs
The financial, human, and material resources used for the

development intervention
Technical Expertise
Equipment Funds

Activities
Actions taken or work performed.

Training workshops conducted

Outputs
The products, capital goods, and services that result from a

development intervention.
Number of people trained

Number of workshops conducted

Outcomes
The likely or achieved short-term and medium-term effects or changes of an 

intervention‘s outputs.
Increased skills

New employment opportunities

Impacts
The long-term consequences of the program, maybe positive and

negative effects.
Improved standard of living
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Appendix 4: Paris Declaration Indicators and Targets 2010

Source: OECD (2011b, 19)
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