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Guidelines for development practitioners



Our Principles can help guide the design of technical assistance 
programmes
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we identify five principles as key drivers of transformational technical assistance (TA), supported by 
a number of sub-principles

technical assistance should:

1. be country-led

2. aim to support transformation

3. be flexible

4. provide opportunities for learning

5. be sustainable

these principles are informed by and build upon previous principles defining transformational aid, 
such as those identified in the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (ownership, alignment, 
harmonisation, managing for results and mutual accountability) and work by others such as the 
European Commission (relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, impact and sustainability)

they are relevant across sectors and apply to technical assistance provided to governments, private 
sector and the third sector 

Principles for Technical Assistance



Methodology

2

the principles have been developed from the review of a wide range of different documents

— including previous attempts to define principles for transformational TA, guidance notes from 
development partners, empirical data and evaluations

— around fifteen different documents have been directly used (and many more have been 
considered)

in order to illustrate and inform the principles, the work also identifies where the principle is already 
reflected in the processes and guidance of particular development partners,

and/or through a number of examples where the principle has either been followed or not followed 
and the implications that this had for the success of the technical assistance programme

— the examples are provided as an illustrative sample, drawn from a literature review, rather than 
through independent assessment of that programme
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i) TA should respond to demand, as reflected in country priorities or the mutually 
agreed needs of the private sector

― TA should always respond to local demand, which, depending on the focus, should be 
determined through early and broad engagement with a range of relevant stakeholders, 
including national governments, CSOs and the private sector 

― recipients and donors should jointly select and manage TA initiatives to ensure mutual 
accountability, and maintain support and momentum behind reforms, especially as national 
priorities can change over time

― the starting point should be a mutual identification of the barriers/challenges that potential 
recipients would like to see addressed and their priorities for development

― while ex ante assessments will help identify demand, knowledge and awareness must be 
frequently renewed

Principle 1: Country-led

Principles for Technical Assistance



4

Example: The emerging National School of Government International (NSGI) approach provides 
civil service, practitioner-to-practitioner support that is adapted to local priorities and the local 
context. After more than three years of experience in different settings, the NSGI has taken stock of 
what it has done and what it has learned, to codify and share its approach and lessons. This 
stocktake reviews relevant research on civil service reform, change, policy making and capability, 
and case studies of 7 countries/regions: Ghana; Cyprus; Zambia; Bahrain; Ethiopia; Kurdistan 
Regional Government; and Kyrgyzstan

Based on this stocktake, NSGI has determined that civil service reform is complex, messy, non-
linear and – most importantly – political. Therefore, it seeks entry points in partners’ institutions and 
works to build relationships of trust and mutual respect, by providing quality advisory support. 
Through this process, NSGI incrementally gains the ‘political space’ to jointly identify root causes of 
problems and appropriate solutions. The emphasis of working with peers allows a shift from a 
technical-assistance approach to one that is supportive, locally owned and based on nurturing skills, 
rather than local capacity substitution

One case where this worked less well was in support to the Office of the President (OoP) in Ghana 
to strengthen the centre of government and drive delivery of presidential priorities. Halfway through, 
the key driver within the OoP left and key stakeholders changed. The NSGI did not reflect sufficiently 
on the different incentives and perspectives of the new stakeholders. As a result, from a ‘demand-
driven’ engagement, the relationship came increasingly to be perceived locally as a ‘supply-driven’ 
activity imposed by the donor/NSGI to show results. NSGI found itself working primarily with 
externally engaged local consultants, rather than with officials from the Government of Ghana 
(National School of Government International, 2016)

Principle 1: Country-led
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Example: The Climate and Development Knowledge Network (CDKN) is an enabling contract, 
designed to provide a way for poorer countries to commission relevant climate and development-
related research, technical assistance and advice, partnership and negotiations support and 
knowledge management. The Independent Commission for Aid Impact’s (ICAI) review of the work of 
the CDKN found that much of CDKN’s work had been successful, that it was appreciated by 
beneficiary countries. This was, in part, attributed to the demand-led (country-led) nature of the 
programme (ICAI, 2013)

Principle 1: Country-led
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ii) TA should recognise the political economies within countries and preferably be 
incorporated into national processes and/or institutions relevant to the context

― TA providers should assess the political impacts and feasibility of initiatives, and tailor their 
support based on the political economy context (i.e. an understanding of the ‘rules of the game’ 
as determined by the distribution of power and negotiation between key individuals and groups 
within countries)

― political economy challenges can often be addressed by working through institutions 
responsible for the planning and execution of national policies, strategies and initiatives, with the 
choice of institutions informed by the political economy of the country 

Principle 1: Country-led

Principles for Technical Assistance



7

Example: In their meta-analysis of interventions, NSGI found that frequent changes in governments, 
ministers, advisers and senior officials threatened the direction, altered the leadership coalition and 
risked undermining commitment to a course of action, implying that an unstable political economy 
can result in ineffective TA.  They found that common to each of the successful reforms they 
explored, leaders understood the political economy context in which they were operating, tailored 
their ambition and action plans accordingly, and had the right leadership and reform design in place 
to drive desired change and achieve success (National School of Government International, 2016)

Example: The World Bank Independent Evaluation Group (IEG) assessment of a rural roads project 
in Peru found that the support provided to strengthen the institutional and management structures 
associated with the provision and management of rural roads was an important aspect of the overall 
intervention. The programme increased the density of the local institutional network by supporting 
the creation of new institutions at Province and community level, and strengthening local capacity for 
collective decision-making, including around 650 microenterprises and 134 Provincial Road 
Institutes. Increased coordination between districts through the Institutes triggered the creation of 
several associations of mayors that held regular meetings on the definition and implementation of a 
joint vision for territorial development. These new institutions ensured strong government ownership 
and were critical elements contributing to the success of the programme. Eventually it was scaled up 
to cover the whole of Peru and was replicated in Bolivia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Haiti, and Honduras 
(World Bank, 2008)

Principle 1: Country-led
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ICF defines transformational change as ‘change which catalyses further changes, enabling either a 
shift from one state to another (e.g. from conventional to lower carbon or more climate-resilient 
patterns of development) or faster change (e.g. speeding progress on cutting the rate of 
deforestation)’

similarly, World Bank Independent Evaluation Group (2016) adopted the following definition for 
transformational engagements: ‘an intervention or a series of interventions that helps achieve deep, 
systemic, and sustainable change with large-scale impact in an area of a major developmental 
challenge’

TA is more likely to support transformation if it can:

i. target binding constraints that will unlock significant action: this sort of TA can 
generate the largest impact and often has the highest transformational potential as it 
addresses specific challenges otherwise preventing change. Binding constraints can 
include lack of knowledge, fiscal problems, inadequate institutional capacity, and weak 
governance 

ii. set the strategy or policy agenda: once binding constraints have been identified, TA can 
support the development of a strategic plan and allow them to be addressed through 
multiple interventions in the same or different sectors

iii. have significant demonstration effects: TA can support transformation if it facilitates 
engagements that have the potential to be scaled-up, replicated, or provide demonstration 
effects

Principle 2: Transformational
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Example: two programmes in Turkey and Brazil both aimed to address the same development 
challenges — the lack of access to education and health services for segments of the population. 
However, only the programme in Brazil systematically addressed the specific binding constraints 
relevant to the country: a lack of information on services, opportunity cost, and necessary 
infrastructure. This led to the Brazilian programme being transformational while the Turkey 
programme was not (World Bank Independent Evaluation Group, 2016)

Example: In El Salvador, the World Bank helped institutionalise an innovative system of community-
established and run schools in areas affected by civil war. Enrolment grew from 3,072 pre-primary 
and 5,344 primary students in 1991, when the programme was initiated, to 323,000 students by 
2005. Key programme features - such as active parent involvement in school management, 
monitoring student and teacher absenteeism - were easily replicable. The demonstration effects of 
the programme enabled it to support transformation, as its key features spread beyond the initial 
intervention (World Bank Independent Evaluation Group, 2016)

Principle 2: Transformational
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engaging the private sector is key for transformation as it is the main driver behind employment 
opportunities and living standards, and is the dominant mode of capital transfer worldwide 

— local enterprises are often at the heart of private sector TA support

binding constraints for these enterprises must be considered at three levels to facilitate 
transformation:

(i) macro: improving the enabling environment through reformed policy, legal and regulatory 
frameworks, increased institutional capacity and an improved financial services environment

(ii) meso: enhanced provision of business development services (such as managerial or technical 
training, product design, organisation of production, marketing) and improved access to finance 
through, for example, increasing the capacities of local financial institutions and developing 
appropriate financial infrastructure (such as credit bureaus, collateral registers, and service 
providers)

(iii) micro: increasing the capacity of value chain actors through, for example, increased 
information, support to develop bankable business plans and support to conduct pre-
investment feasibility studies and due diligence assessments

this  holistic approach  delivers  needs-based  assistance at  appropriate  levels  and  encourages  
systemic  change  rather  than  benefiting  only individual firms

Principle 2: Transformational: engaging the private sector
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Example: the Lighting Africa Kenya project aimed to increase access of poor households to better, 
cleaner, and safer off-grid lighting by mobilising and providing support to the private sector to supply 
quality, affordable, clean, and safe lighting for 1.5 million people in Kenya through the sale of 
300,000 off-grid lighting units. The project transformed the solar lamp market in Kenya by making 
modern, good quality, and affordable lighting products available to the very poor. It also 
demonstrated the commercial viability and sustainability of approaches to address the lighting needs 
of the base of the pyramid customers. To achieve this, Lighting Africa considered constraints along 
the entire supply chain at the macro level (e.g. high taxes on solar imports), meso level (e.g. lack of 
export financing and access to supplier credit) and micro level (e.g. lack of business development 
support for manufacturers and distributors). By considering the entire system, Lighting Africa 
successfully transformed the solar lamp market in Kenya (World Bank Independent Evaluation 
Group, 2016)

Principle 2: Transformational: engaging the private sector
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i) TA providers should reassess the objectives and suitability of TA as the situation 
evolves (adaptive programming)

― technical assistance should be flexible and evolve with the country's economic and social 
progress, especially as not all the challenges can be anticipated at the start 

― it should proceed through processes of learning by doing, continually testing and adaptation

― M&E frameworks, in particular, need to be flexible and reflect these evolving priorities

― phasing of operations, if accompanied with rigorous evidence assessment, can allow for 
experimentation, learning, and fine-tuning

― TA providers and donors need to be aware of the tensions that arise between trying to maintain 
flexibility with the desire for clear strategic direction and results-driven accountability

Principle 3: Flexible
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Example: A paper produced jointly by two DFID-funded programmes, Legal Assistance for 
Economic Reform (LASER) and State Accountability and Voice Initiative (SAVI), shows the 
importance of adaptive programming and flexibility in achieving institutional reform results in 
complex environments. In these programmes, initial results frameworks set the direction of the 
programme and level of ambition, but allowed flexibility and adaptation in the definition of results, 
activities and spend; supplier procurement frameworks promoted and incentivised adaptation; and 
donors and TA providers consciously aimed to develop competencies, attitudes and behaviour 
appropriate to adaptive planning. The programmes also showed the need for staff to think and work 
politically, to encourage on-going learning and reflection informed by robust evidence, and to scale 
activities up or down in response (Derbyshire and Donovan 2016)

Example: The Mid Term Review of CDKN identified that CDKN had evolved from being a purely 
demand-led TA provider across multiple countries to focusing on a more strategic, catalytic 
approach in fewer countries coupled with support for regional initiatives and global knowledge 
management and learning products. This flexibility – in response to changes in context, and 
stakeholder feedback – allowed it to become a more relevant, effective and efficient institution 
(Climate & Development Knowledge Network, 2013)

Principle 3: Flexible
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ii) TA should be ‘best fit’ rather than ‘best practice’

― technical assistance should be tailored to the local policy or market context, capacity and social 
norms, rather than transplanted from other experiences

― contexts can differ between locations and over time

― TA that does not reflect local capacity and social norms is unlikely to be adopted – in fact, it may 
be outright rejected

Example: The Girl Hub project, a joint initiative between DFID and the Nike Foundation, focused on 
the use of communication and advocacy as a means of empowering girls in Nigeria. At the start of 
the process, much of Girl Hub’s work was directed at girls as central actors or their immediate peers. 
Little systematic attention was paid to the networks of familial and social connections, and structural 
issues – socio-cultural, economic, political and historical factors – that might either encourage or 
inhibit empowerment. This was consistent with broader international trends on how to support 
gender empowerment

However, a pilot exercise was carried out to develop and test the potential of network analysis 
approaches to help articulate and improve Girl Hub Nigeria’s theory of change. The analysis 
identified the complexity of influence processes of the girl’s immediate and distant social network. 
This led to a more nuanced understanding of the issues in Nigeria and helped inform a revised 
approach (ICAI, 2012)

Principle 3: Flexible
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Example: The centrally planned economies of Central and Eastern Europe made rapid progress 
toward transitioning to market economies during the 1990s. However, pace slowed in the 2000s due 
to an underestimation of the impact of corruption and the weakness of core institutions and public 
administrations in managing the transition process. The IEG found that the failure to fit the TA 
provision to the changing country context meant that it was less successful in promoting 
transformation (World Bank Independent Evaluation Group, 2016)

Principle 3: Flexible
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iii) TA may involve intervention at the project, organisation and institutional levels, 
and may need to reach a wide range of stakeholders, including the public sector, 
private sector, civil society and research organisations. This requires 
coordination across a range of approaches and personnel

― TA may require a number of different approaches, such as provision of short- and long-term 
personnel, training and research, twinning arrangements, and peer support

― it will often require complementary interventions at the macro, meso and micro levels (see 
above)

― this often necessitates collaboration and partnerships between actors, with each one focusing 
on its area of comparative advantage, with careful coordination to avoid duplication

― TA that is too narrowly defined can result in local capacity substitution, and an excessive focus 
on technical knowledge as opposed to the 'soft skills' of coaching and facilitating change

― South-South and peer-to-peer learning may be attractive as approaches that  can be supportive, 
locally owned and based on improving skills and training

Principle 3: Flexible
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Example: An ActionAid assessment found that a failure by donors to co-ordinate their activities had 
reduced the effectiveness of TA in a number of recipient countries. For instance, in Ghana, the 
effectiveness of technical assistance for literacy in Ghanaian languages was undermined by the 
German Organisation for Technical Cooperation (GTZ) and the United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID) running parallel projects in the same districts, both of which 
aimed to develop teaching/learning materials. The uncoordinated support led to ineffective provision 
of TA and undermined the objectives (ActionAid)

Example: In the early 1990s a number of efforts were made to increase capacities in Uganda 
through the provision of TA. However, among many other issues, lack of coordination both within 
Government line ministries and donors prevented these initiatives from being effective. In certain 
cases, two or more donors were giving the same TA to one line ministry, with each donor either 
unaware of what the other was doing or in outright competition with each other. The result of this 
was confusion within the line ministries and a waste of resources. The impact of the TA was 
therefore not commensurate with the amount of resources that were provided to Uganda (Oxford 
Policy Management 2003)

Principle 3: Flexible
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i) TA requires a strong M&E framework with clear assumptions

― M&E helps demonstrate the success of transformational technical assistance interventions and 
take corrective action where necessary

― indicators that explicitly measure capacity outcomes should be developed in collaboration with 
recipients

― this M&E framework should facilitate adaptive programming (see above)  

― the recipient should have the primary responsibility for programme monitoring and 
accountability to domestic stakeholders

Example: The World Bank Independent Evaluation Group found that successful World Bank 
transformational engagements had strong monitoring systems with indicators developed jointly 
between the donor and recipient. The monitoring and evaluation (M&E) system of a healthcare 
sector reform programme in Argentina was considered best practice. It was simple, which limited 
administrative burden and increased the likelihood of compliance. The robustness of the system, 
which included combining patient-level data and feedback of results to individual providers and 
independent audits, improved transparency and accountability  (World Bank Independent Evaluation 
Group, 2016)

Principle 4: Opportunities for learning

Principles for Technical Assistance



19

ii) TA should be grounded in assessment and evidence 

― it should be designed based on a rigorous evidence base that explains why it is expected to be 
successful

― this evidence base should look at existing capacities, drivers of change, and how change has 
been achieved in the past

― while recognising the importance of tailoring TA to the local context, it is possible to draw on 
evidence from elsewhere around the world include experience of donors; practitioners; recipient 
governments; academics; beneficiaries; private sector; and global funds / facilities

iii) TA should provide opportunities for learning

― TA interventions should have mechanisms for sharing lessons-learned with others looking to 
implement similar initiatives, including through sound reporting and monitoring systems

― there should also be a mechanism for understanding failures, and acknowledgement that TA is 
risky

― there should be explicit recognition that even failures can provide opportunities for learning and 
can lead to successful transformational TA interventions in the future

Principle 4: Opportunities for learning
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Example: As well as its core activities - in-country delivery of technical support and improving the 
interface between the demand and supply of pro bono legal expertise - DFID’s LASER programme 
aimed to share lessons with a broad audience. To do this, it developed resources including 
synthesis papers, practical guidance tools, case studies and research papers that promote 
knowledge-sharing and lessons-learned. It has also completed a number of collaborations with other 
thought leaders. These products and collaborations have received positive feedback for their quality 
and practical focus (DFID, 2016)

Example: The WBG’s Performance and Learning Reviews (PLR) aim to identify and capture 
lessons from implementation of countries’ Country Partnership Strategies (CPS). These lessons 
both allow mid-course corrections and end-of-cycle learning and accountability. They have built a 
knowledge base, and informed subsequent interventions, helping to  increase the likelihood of future 
success. In Nigeria, for example, the PLR confirmed the relevance of the objectives of the first CPS 
to Nigeria’s development priorities, and made some recommendations for the second CPS. These 
included alignment with Nigeria’s political cycle, selected modifications to its results framework, and 
the introduction of a new element on Restoring Macroeconomic Resilience. These changes were 
integrated into the development of Nigeria’s second CPS to ensure it stayed aligned with Nigeria’s 
changing circumstances (World Bank, 2016)

Principle 4: Opportunities for learning
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Example: When undertaking a literature review of capacity building efforts, GTZ found that the 
availability of documentation on strategies, programmes, projects and their concepts, approaches, 
methodologies, tools and instruments was vast and easily accessible. However, availability of 
documentation on the results of the implementation of these initiatives, their successes and their 
failures, lessons learned and so on, was very low. This suggests that mechanisms for understanding 
failures was not necessarily built into future TA initiatives (GTZ, 2010)

Principle 4: Opportunities for learning
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i) TA should focus on multiple timelines

― in order for results to be sustained after an intervention has ended, technical assistance should 
focus on the short-, intermediate- and long-term, recognising that transformation is only likely to 
be delivered in the long-term 

― it should be sequenced correctly to give sufficient time for change to take place

― timelines should be aligned with those of the recipient and not dictated by donor funding cycles 

ii) Engagement should be sustained

― one-off projects are less likely to be successful than sustained engagements that build lasting 
capacity and that involve sequential interventions at the institutional, organisational, and 
individual level 

― TA providers should ensure a high quality of staff, and, if possible, ensure continuity of staff, in 
order to build and maintain strong relationships with recipients and realise transformational 
change

― TA providers should be transparent about the level of support that is available to recipients to 
allow them to plan effectively across these timelines

Principle 5: Sustainability
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Example: An evaluation into CDKN’s Kenya Country programme (KCP) found that over time it had 
been hampered by a high level of uncertainty around its budget and funding going forwards and the 
absence of a strong in-country CDKN team, particularly the failure to retain or replace a Country 
Engagement Lead in a timely manner. This contributed to the perception of a lack of sustainability 
and reduced trust, leading to detrimental impacts, with the programme being slower and less 
effective than was envisaged at the start of the programme. Although the programme achieved its 
short-term outputs, these constraints significantly impaired its ability to achieve intended long-term 
outcomes (Itad, 2015)

Example: Two disaster risk management projects in the Caribbean and Guatemala both aimed to 
address the risk of adverse natural events by providing immediate funds that allowed governments 
to respond to these disasters. However, the Guatemalan programme provided one-off financing 
whereas the Caribbean programme involved the development of an insurance scheme that allowed 
for more sustained support over an extended time period. The sustained intervention in the 
Caribbean changed the market for catastrophe risk insurance in the region, provided a large 
demonstration effect, and is now being scaled up and replicated in the Pacific. The one-off 
intervention in Guatemala did not achieve similar long-term transformational impacts (World Bank 
Independent Evaluation Group, 2016)

Principle 5: Sustainability
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iii) External actors should facilitate transformation rather than drive it

― there is a danger that TA interventions could undermine existing capacity and by-pass country 
systems in favour of temporary solutions that fill a short-term capacity need, such as the use of 
external experts, but which means that the system could revert to business as usual as soon as 
that temporary fix is taken away

― this risk may be exacerbated if the programme sets very ambitious (and rigid) targets to 
measure success

― recipients should be domestic leaders/champions for a programme with TA providers playing a 
supportive role

iv) TA should help countries become less dependent on external aid or financial 
support over time 

― in the long run, the aim/exit strategy of donors should be to build capacities so that recipients 
become self-sufficient 

― an important aspect of this aim is ensuring sustained behavioural change that continues beyond 
the life of any specific intervention, especially relevant in private sector interventions, as this is 
what allows a transformation to a self-sustaining market to take place 

― in some cases this may take decades, so a long-term view should be built-in for any TA 
initiative. It is important to monitor impacts throughout this time period, probably beyond the 
timescale of the programme, to collect evidence on impact that can be independently verified 

Principle 5: Sustainability
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Example: A Japanese irrigation-focused TA project in Tanzania failed to build sustainable capacity 
and subsequently left farmers worse off than they had been before the project. The programme 
provided farmers with Japanese advisers and machinery and training on how to use irrigation 
pumps. At the point of implementation, the price of diesel was low, so using the pumps brought 
benefits, helping to increase production. However after the programme ended, the price of diesel 
increased making the use of the pumps much more expensive, so that they were no longer a good 
solution. However, as the farmers were not trained in the use of any other irrigation technologies, 
they continued to use the pumps. In other words, short-term TA provision led to detrimental effects 
on the recipients of support, whose capacity was undermined, leaving them worse off than they were 
before the intervention (ActionAid)

Principle 5: Sustainability
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