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Foreword 
“Country Ownership” has become a standard part of the aid reform lexicon and a key principle in the current 
thinking on sound and sustainable development. Although many organizations, and importantly, the Obama 
administration, share a commitment to support country ownership, a wide range of interpretations and differing 
methods for its promotion have led to disjointed discussions and approaches. 

To bring clarity to this issue, InterAction, an alliance of nearly 200 U.S.-based international relief and development 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), convened the best thinkers and practitioners on country ownership to 
outline its core elements and develop recommendations for the U.S. government.

Over the course of five months in 2011, InterAction met with member NGOs, U.S. government officials, 
congressional staff, and policy experts, drawing on their extensive experience to produce this policy paper. This 
paper reflects the consensus position of InterAction members that participation of both citizens and government 
in development efforts is at the heart of country ownership, allowing for better targeting of resources, strengthened 
accountability, and ultimately increased sustainability and success. 

On behalf of InterAction, I want to thank all those who contributed to this paper, including: Polly Byers, project 
consultant; Filmona Hailemichael of InterAction; and the members of our aid reform and aid effectiveness 
working groups who shaped this important consensus document, laying the groundwork for a consistent 
approach to moving country ownership from rhetoric to action. 

Samuel A. Worthington 
President and CEO
InterAction
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“True country ownership is 
the full and effective participation of a 

country’s population via legislative bodies, 
civil society, the private sector, and  

local, regional and national government in 
conceptualizing, implementing, monitoring 

and evaluating development policies, 
programs and processes.”

 
–InterAction Aid Effectiveness Working Group

[ \'trü\ \'k n-tr \ \' -n r- ship\ ]
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introduction
“Country Ownership” has become part of the mantra of international development rhetoric, 
routinely highlighted as a key principle of good development practice. Although practitioners and 
researchers have confirmed that broad-based participation is critical to sustainability, there is a 
wide range of interpretations of the meaning of the term “country ownership.” 

The purpose of this consensus paper is to present InterAction’s definition of country ownership, to 
outline its core elements, and to provide recommendations and guidance for ensuring meaningful 
stakeholder participation in U.S. government development processes. 

At the simplest level, participation of both citizens and government in development efforts is at the 
heart of country ownership, allowing for better targeting of resources, strengthened accountability 
among the various stakeholders, and ultimately increased sustainability and success. Empowering 
and supporting effective states and citizens to take responsibility for their own development, using 
local systems and local resources to help countries become less reliant on external assistance, is key 
to “smart development.” Effective use of development assistance results in communities experienc-
ing change they believe is good, in which they have a voice, and are committed to sustaining. 

Recommendations for the U.S. Government

1.	 Develop a clear definition and operational guidelines for inclusive 
ownership.

2.	 Create a transparent, consistent plan to ensure civil society 
engagement in consultations. 

3.	 Expand the State Department’s diplomatic support for an enabling 
environment for civil society organizations. 

4.	 Initiate a policy dialogue with U.S. NGOs on country ownership. 
5.	 Ensure transparency of all U.S. foreign assistance by publishing aid 

data to the Foreign Assistance Dashboard.
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Other more recent U.S. government initiatives, such as Feed the Future (FTF) and the Global 
Heath Initiative (GHI), have espoused a strong commitment to country ownership. USAID 
has reinstituted the practice of developing multiyear country strategies, now called Country 
Development Cooperation Strategies (CDCSs), which are supposed to be informed by “broad-
based consultation.” However, the mixed experience of NGOs with FTF and the CDCSs to date 
underscores the challenges of increasing broad-based country ownership. 

Addressing the Challenges
InterAction and its members applaud the recent U.S. commitments to integrate stakeholder 
participation into its global development programs. However, the lack of a common understand-
ing about what country ownership, including a “whole of society” or “democratic ownership”  
approach, entails and how to achieve it has led to disjointed debates and undermined a consistent 
approach to the issue. 

Not surprisingly, increasing country ownership and stakeholder participation poses considerable 
challenges, reorienting and changing the dynamic of the aid relationship. One common problem 
is the requirement for fast results by many donors, versus the longer time frame typically necessary 
to pursue true country and societal ownership. This is especially challenging where capacity and 
structures may have to be developed to allow for meaningful participation, inherently a long-term 
process. While consultation with a national government is a necessary component of effective 
country ownership, aligning with a government’s development plan is not sufficient and, depend-
ing on the country, can actually harm the interests of poor and marginalized populations. 

Partnership, not Patronage
Building on commitments made under the previous administration, country ownership 
has been promoted in many of the Obama administration’s major development policy initiatives, 
including the first Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review and the Presidential Policy 
Directive on Global Development, which provided a strong mandate for country ownership by 
pledging to “reorient our approach to prioritize partnership from policy conception through 
implementation.” The USAID Forward management reforms have also facilitated host country 
engagement and increased the flexibility of local actors. 

We are adopting a model of development  
based, as President Obama has said,  

on partnership, not patronage.
—U.S. Secretary State Hillary Rodham Clinton 

January 6, 2010, speech, Development in the 21st Century
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A related challenge is the requirement for an ongoing process in which donors engage with their  
country partners to design, implement and monitor programs and policies. The approach and type 
of engagement needs to adapt to different country contexts: in a country with weak governance 
or in conflict, for example, supporting country ownership will require more capacity building and 
time than in an MCC country with effective governance and a commitment to reducing poverty. 
Other constraints include the level of host country commitment and capacity, availability of donor 
resources, and donor tolerance for corruption and misuse of funds. 

Outside groups, such as donors and international NGOs, who can also act as donors, often 
play important roles in catalyzing local civil society groups to help get them “to the table” and  
engage actively in the development process. Donors can exercise a critical role in advancing coun-
try ownership that emphasizes a whole of society approach with their ability to convene groups, 
particularly in repressive or restrictive environments where international donor pressure may be 
necessary to promote greater inclusion. 
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Role of U.S. NGOs

For InterAction members, the importance of country ownership is of particular  
salience. For most NGOs, promoting broad-based country ownership is a core part of their 
mission and moral commitment to poverty alleviation. Far from an abstract principle, it is founded 
on years of experience, often working as donors in developing countries to build local capacity 
and engaging in participatory development. InterAction’s endorsement of country ownership is 
therefore central to its member’s commitment, not only to the aid effectiveness agenda, but more 
broadly to the goal of development effectiveness.

NGOs have long advocated and been the pioneers in applying participatory approaches and using 
local resources—people, systems and knowledge—to support sustainable development and social 
accountability mechanisms. InterAction members work in partnership with local NGOs and civil 
society organizations (CSOs), and increasingly play a supportive role to local groups that are now 
running programs formerly run by international NGOs. Many also serve as major donors, engag-
ing the participation of local actors in their programs.

As a result of years of experience in participatory approaches and developing the capacity of local 
organizations, InterAction members have a significant interest and contribution to make to the 
U.S. government’s evolving understanding and approach to country ownership. In the current era 
of shrinking aid budgets, mounting financial, food and climate crises, providing assistance in a way 
that strengthens and empowers local capacity becomes ever more critical.

Core Elements of Country Ownership
Although country ownership may look very different depending on the country context, an 
accumulating body of evidence points to the following universal elements that effectively support 
country ownership:

I.	 An enabling environment
II.	 Transparency and accountability 
III.	 Consultation
IV.	 Participation 
V.	 Capacity building
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I. An Enabling Environment 

An enabling environment is the broad backdrop that generally determines whether development 
assistance fails or succeeds. It allows for the range of stakeholders to meaningfully participate in 
development programming and take ownership of the process. InterAction defines the concept in 
three categories: 

1.	 Elements provided by governments consistent with existing commitments in international and 
regional legal instruments that guarantee fundamental rights (e.g., freedom of expression and 
association, right to operate free from unwarranted state interference, etc.).

2.	 Elements provided by donor governments to CSOs in the donor country and to both inter-
national and local CSOs in partner countries (e.g., through strategic engagement with CSO, 
policy dialogue, policies and funding).

“When a government puts up a law and says, we 
would like to have all NGOs, when they meet and have 
more than 30 people, to have a permit from the local 
security chief, that is not an enabling environment. 
So to me civil society space, is nothing but creating 

conditions that allow your citizens to flourish.”
—Richard Ssewakiryanga  

Executive Director of the Uganda National NGO Forum
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3.	 Elements provided by partner governments to CSOs in the development context (e.g., true par-
ticipation in formulation, implementation and evaluation of national development strategies, 
policy dialogue and practice).1 

 
In the lead up to the Busan 4th High Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness, concerns have been raised 
by civil society actors that a more restrictive environment, as opposed to an enabling environment, 
has emerged in some countries for civil society organizations. Over the past two years, excessive 
restrictions have been placed on civil society in more than 90 countries, and many civil liberties 
have eroded in the name of security, according to recent research.2 

 
 								         case study
Restricting Public Space 
 
Recent experience in Cambodia has highlighted the importance of an enabling 
environment and the ability of local groups to publicly advocate for their ability 
to work freely. In 2011, a draft law on NGOs and associations that would pose 
serious restrictions on civil society and severely impede development efforts 
prompted a coordinated response of nearly 700 groups by the Cooperation 
Committee for Cambodia. The draft law, perceived to “control the rights of 
citizens to organize and express themselves,” and instituting complex registration 
procedures with no safeguards to appeal denials of registration, prompted a range 
of civil society groups to publish a petition to the government, with support from 
international and national organizations. The committee cited four main areas of 
concern in the third draft: 
 
1.	 Registration is mandatory and complex, rather than voluntary and simple. 
2.	 There are no safeguards to ensure that either denials of registration or 		
	 involuntary dissolutions are imposed objectively. 
3.	 The law does not include a time period for an appeals process for the denials 		
	 of registration. 
4.	 Key terms in the law are left undefined, and many sections are vague.
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II. Transparency and Accountability

Comparable, comprehensive, timely and accessible information for stakeholders is essential for 
effective engagement in the development process. Information-sharing by both governments and 
donors helps not only governments manage and take ownership of their own development, but 
equally importantly helps civil society, legislatures and others hold governments accountable. 

As a first step, donor countries need to provide clear information about their plans and programs 
in recipient countries to allow government, civil society organizations and citizens in turn to be 
more effective and accountable in managing aid resources. There are endless examples of situa-
tions in which countries have little idea of where aid dollars are going. In some cases, it is a problem 

of the information not getting to the right place or governments lacking the capacity to manage 
information from multiple donors, but in others information has not been communicated effec-
tively. Gender and social analysis reveals the importance of using a variety of media outlets to 
communicate effectively with a diverse set of stakeholders, including rural organizations, women’s 
organizations and indigenous groups. 

USAID and the Department of State have made significant progress on the issue of aid trans-
parency—the U.S. Foreign Assistance Dashboard, with USAID and Department of State foreign 
assistance information, is one example—but it is still a mixed picture across agencies. Among 
U.S. agencies, the MCC has the most accessible and transparent information-sharing system, hav-
ing been designed with that goal from the outset. The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, 
and Malaria is even more transparent, which in turn requires a greater donor tolerance for risk. 
Notably, the U.S. has just become a co-chair of the newly formed Open Government Partnership, 
a partnership of 46 countries to promote open government, citizen engagement and transparency, 
in which the U.S. has made a specific commitment to aid transparency as part of its country plan.  
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 								         case study
Transparency in Action
 
The Publish What You Pay coalition promotes transparency in the extractive 
industries to ensure that oil, gas and mineral wealth contributes to development 
and poverty alleviation. The U.S. organization is part of a global coalition of over 
350 NGOs in 50 countries promoting the public disclosure of revenues, contracts 
and other financial transactions related to the extractive industries, thereby allowing 
people to hold their governments accountable for managing the revenues. 
 
Specifically, the coalition’s objectives are: 
1)	 To increase extractive industry revenue transparency and to promote account		
	 ability for the use of natural resource revenues, and  
2)	 To address the growing problem of contracts between extractive industry  
	 companies and host governments that supersede or erode national  
	 environmental laws, investment regulations and citizens’ rights. 
 
In the U.S., the coalition recently joined with developing country activists and 
investors to call on the Securities and Exchange Commission to issue final rules to 
implement the landmark Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection 
Act, passed in 2010. The law requires oil, gas and mining companies listed on U.S. 
stock exchanges to publish what they pay to U.S. and foreign governments for oil, 
gas and minerals, potentially shedding light on billions of dollars in payments from 
oil and mining companies to governments.

International and local civil society have also advocated for transparency, acting as aid watchdogs 
through initiatives such as Publish What You Fund, Publish What You Pay (for extractive indus-
tries—see box), and the International Budget Project, among others. In preparation for the High 
Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness in Busan, the “Make Aid Transparent” campaign demonstrates 
public demand for increased transparency, having been endorsed by 97 organizations and signed 
by over 5,800 people from 125 countries.  International NGOs, particularly when they are donors, 
also need to increase their level of transparency. Recent efforts initiated by InterAction, such as 
the Haiti Aid Map, the mapping of U.S. NGO food security programs and the Horn of Africa Aid 
Map, need to be expanded.   
 
Some governments are now using sophisticated aid management information systems,  but basic  
methods of providing information in appropriate languages may still be the most effective  
approach in certain situations. In a well-known example in Uganda, a public expenditure tracking 
system pioneered in 1996 revealed significant problems in non-wage primary education spending. 
In response, the government launched an information campaign nationally and at the district and 
school levels, using media and posting public spending information at schools. A follow-up survey 
three years later indicated that non-wage education spending rose from 20 percent to over 90 
percent as a result of the information campaign. 
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III. Consultation

A key component of participation, consultations are typically the initial way of engaging affected 
stakeholders. Consultations are the primary vehicle to solicit the input and expertise of the local 
stakeholders, generally the closest to the issues facing the country. Effective consultations, engag-
ing a wide range of stakeholders and encouraging a diversity of input, are important because they 
ensure that program and strategy designs are well informed and grounded in the local context, 
helping avoid the need for costly fixes later. 

Recent analysis of participatory approaches in FTF highlight the critical importance of stake-
holder consultation, but also indicate that the purpose, potential, principles and process for multi-
stakeholder engagement are generally not well understood or applied. One of the most common 
weaknesses tends to be a limited, or “one-off” engagement, with no follow up, and often perceived 
by CSOs as superficial exercises. Similarly, consultations that don’t include a diversity of groups—
such as rural organizations, women’s groups and indigenous populations—or don’t start at the 
initiation of the program design process can also pose problems.

At the other end of the spectrum, incorporating many of the lessons learned, MCC has elaborated 
its “Guidelines for the Consultative Process,” approaching consultation as a “two-way communica-
tion” about compact development and implementation. MCC defines a consultative process as: 

 
“a series of consultations that 
have been strategically organized 
to provide and collect informa-
tion from stakeholders regarding 
compact development or imple-
mentation. The purpose of this 
process is to establish a sustain-
able mechanism for effective civic 
(and other public) engagement 
in the Compact. Consequently, it 
should make as much use of ex-
isting domestic institutions and 
processes as possible, and avoid 
one-off efforts to gather informa-
tion from citizens or civic groups 
through forums that cannot be 
re-convened later.” 6
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 								        case study
Engagement Gap 

Recent research by InterAction on the administration’s Feed the Future Initiative 
and its consultation processes indicated that, despite the emphasis in many key 
documents on the importance of engaging local civil society, there was a clear 
“engagement gap.” Reports indicated that the consultation process often had 
limited opportunities for participation, resulting in a wide variability in the quality 
and scope of stakeholder participation. The research highlighted the need for clear 
operational guidance, and offered an illustrative list of consultation benchmarks to 
strengthen participation:  
 
•	 Is there a plan, process, timeline and lead agency for consultations? 
•	 Are consultations held regularly to inform the project, receive feedback, etc.? 
•	 Are consultations inclusive, participatory and held in appropriate venues? 
•	 Is there adequate dissemination of information and notice to prepare for 		
	 consultations?
•	 Do consultations encourage the competition of ideas? 
•	 Are consultations transparent, with clear expectations, communication 		
	 strategies for minutes and other information? 
•	 Are actions taken as a result of consultations? 
•	 Are consultations credible to the participants and general public?
  

The critical issue for many NGOs and CSOs is what happens as a result of the consultations, with 
the goal being to move from consultations to actual participation. In that regard, the MCC guidance 
notes that the “the information gathered in these consultations should contribute directly to the 
country core team’s prioritization of obstacles and/or sectors for intervention.”7 In many situa-
tions, however, consultations with limited inclusiveness, scope and accountability have tended to 
substitute for establishing real development partnerships. 

In addition to in-country consultations, consultations in the U.S. can bring a broader U.S. con-
stituency and nongovernmental perspective to bear on development issues and help guide policy 
development. Many international NGOs have decades of experience working in countries on 
sectoral issues, and can offer insight based on long relationships strengthening the capacity of 
local organizations. They also serve as catalysts for stronger relations between CSOs and local 
and national governments. Despite the potential contribution of U.S. NGOs, there has not been a 
structured process or forum to solicit NGO input into U.S. policy or strategy development. USAID 
should engage U.S. NGOs as part of its effort to implement a country ownership strategy that 
aligns U.S. private donors and advances a whole of society approach. For their part, U.S. NGO-
funded efforts that work in partnership with local actors must fit within the U.S. government’s 
approach to country ownership.
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IV. Participation 

At the broadest level, effective participation entails enabling stakeholders to have substantive input 
and involvement in decision-making throughout development processes intended to benefit them. 
Participatory approaches provide the crucial foundation for sustainable development, ensuring 
that the broad spectrum of society, including marginalized people and those living in poverty, are 
involved in and have a stake in development processes and plans. 

Many elements are necessary to achieve effective participation, such as an enabling environment 
and access to timely and accurate information, as outlined above. In addition, strong processes 
and mechanisms for stakeholder engagement and the capacity for local organizations to engage, 
as illustrated below, are critical components to participation. Donors and international NGOs 
can play a critical role in convening a diverse range of civil society organizations, including 
women’s groups, rural organizations, and others. 

 
 								         case study
A Partnership Model

The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria (Global Fund), to  
which the U.S. is a major donor, has been successful in a growing number of  
countries using a “Country Coordinating Mechanism” (CCM). CCMs work as  
country-level multi-stakeholder partnerships comprised of public and private  
members (governments, donors and NGOs), which develop and submit grant  
proposals to the Global Fund based on priority needs at the national level.  
Since the creation of the Global Fund, CSOs have had voting rights on its Global 
Board. CSO representatives led the effort to require true participation, after initial 
vague guidelines did not result in effective CSO engagement. The experience of  
CCMs still varies by country, but overall the process reflects strong progress in  
advancing participation.  
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 								         case study
Partnering for impact 
 
The PATH  Malaria Control and Evaluation Partnership in Africa (MACEPA) partners 
with national governments, civil society and other stakeholders to eliminate malaria 
in Africa. MACEPA invests directly in country-level action, working side by side 
with national governments, NGO and UN agency program partners, the Roll Back 
Malaria Partnership, and other major partners to drive down rates of infection 
caused by parasites that carry malaria, preventing many malaria-related illnesses 
and deaths. One of the keys to MACEPA’s success is an emphasis on evidence-
based approaches that strengthen country leadership. 
 
Countries that partner with MACEPA work through a cycle of planning, alignment 
of resources, coordinated implementation, and monitoring and evaluation to scale 
up and then maintain longer-term malaria control and prevention, with the ultimate 
goal of elimination. Based on best practice and lessons learned from work with 
national partnerships, MACEPA helps countries improve program implementation 
and empowers national governments to pursue elimination, ensuring they will 
continue to have the capacity to maintain efforts in the long-run. MACEPA was 
established in 2005 with funding from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.
 

V.  Capacity Building 

In many cases, partner country groups and institutions may require additional support to effectively 
lead their development processes. In these cases it is necessary to develop or enhance the capacity 
of these organizations, in whatever areas necessary—financial, administrative, governance or 

other—to support their ability to effectively 
participate in the development process. 

Effective capacity building can take years, 
and can appear to slow down develop-
ment efforts—running up against the  
demand for quick results—but there is strong 
evidence that taking sufficient time to de-
velop capable partners inevitably yields more  
sustainable and effective development results. 
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It begins at home
Fundamentally, the goal of increasing the country ownership of development programs 
is about empowering stakeholders to achieve sustainable development and making countries  
accountable to their populations for development efforts. The challenge for the U.S. is to give part-
ner countries the tools and support to meaningfully engage in the development process, responsibly 
and effectively—from design and prioritization through implementation and evaluation—while 
still remaining accountable to U.S. government, and ultimately to American taxpayers. 

The U.S. can start by holding itself accountable for supporting one clear common approach to 
promoting country ownership. Currently, the MCC, USAID, and State Department all have dif-
ferent systems, some more articulated than others, making them difficult to compare or effectively 
evaluate. As the fundamental foundation for effective and sustainable long-term development, the 
U.S. should move from rhetoric to practice and establish a common and inclusive definition of 
country ownership, supported by guidelines and criteria to implement and track its progress. 
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Recommendations for the U.S. Government

To move forward and develop a consensus on what country ownership means, how it is achieved 
and how it can be measured, InterAction recommends that the U.S. take the following steps:

1.	D evelop a clear definition of inclusive country ownership, supported by operational guidelines  
and accountability mechanisms. Guidelines should be applicable to all U.S. agencies imple-
menting development assistance, and would help ensure that stakeholder participation is  
consistent and not left to the discretion of individual agencies or missions. 

2.	C reate a transparent, consistent plan to ensure civil society engagement in consultations on 
Feed the Future, the Global Health Initiative, Country Development Cooperation Strategies 
and other new development initiatives. A standard plan should be developed for inclusive, 
participatory, ongoing engagement of civil society, including feedback mechanisms to measure 
the impact and effectiveness of engagement. 

3.	E xpand the State Department’s diplomatic support for an enabling environment, working 
with host governments, international and host country CSOs and other implementation 
partners, to establish formalized mechanisms to ensure adherence to guidelines. The State 
Department has been taking a proactive approach to promoting and protecting an enabling 
environment for civil societies around the world and should seek allies in this effort in Busan 
and beyond, highlighting that civil and political rights are necessary for economic and social 
rights to be realized. 

4.	I nitiate a policy dialogue with U.S. NGOs to monitor the ongoing implementation of country 
ownership principles in current U.S. initiatives. The dialogue should be structured and par-
ticipatory, allowing for exchange about best practices on key issues such as local consultation, 
project governance mechanisms, capacity building and use of country systems. 

5.	E nsure transparency of all U.S. foreign assistance programs, not just those managed by 
USAID and the State Department. Of the 12 departments, 25 agencies and almost 60 federal 
offices that manage foreign assistance programs, only two are included in the new Foreign 
Assistance Dashboard. All U.S. agencies should be required to compile and submit their aid 
information in a manner that is comparable across U.S. agencies, and compatible with the 
international standard. 
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Endnotes
1	 InterAction Policy Paper: Enabling Environment for CSOs: An Opportunity to Lead, June 2011
2	 Civicus; Civil Society: The Clampdown is Real; Global Trends 2009-2010: http://www.civicus.org/content/CIVICUS-Global_

trends_in_Civil_Society_Space_2009-2010.pdf
3	 The Open Government Partnership: http://www.opengovpartnership.org/
4	 Make Aid Transparent: http://www.makeaidtransparent.org/
5	 DevelopmentGateway: http://www.developmentgateway.org/programs/aid-management-program
6	 Millennium Challenge Corporation, Guidelines for the Consultative Process, February 2009: http://www.mcc.gov/documents/

guidance/guidance-2010001005001-consultativeprocess.pdf
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