
' f h e  Mos t  Common Cr i t i c i sms  of A m e r i c a n  Technical  Ass i s t ance  Workers 

By T h e i r  Fo re ign  Co-Workers  Jack  D. Gray 

The "common" people of the pover ty  a r e a s  of the world: the  

peasant ,  the  l a b o r e r ,  the m a n  in  the  s t r e e t ;  a l l  a r e  waking up to  the  fact  

that t h e r e  i s  a much be t t e r  way of l i fe  than they now have. They a l so  
I 

I 

a r e  beginning to  hope that  t h i s  be t t e r  way of l i fe  i s  possible f o r  them.  

At the  same t i m e  they a r e  rapidly becoming aware  of t he i r  own potential 

imp0 r t ance ,  politically. 

Th i s  awakening p r o c e s s  i s  so widespread that  it i s  thought to be  

one of the  m o s t  impor tan t  influences in world  poli t ics today. One of 

the  indications of the impor tance  i n  which th i s  phenomenon i s  held  by 

the poli t ical  l e a d e r s  of the "developing" countr ies  of the world i s  that  

an  improvement  in  living conditions i s  one of the  f i r s t  things they p romise  

the  people. 

Many of t he  count r i es  a r e  newly independent and t he i r  people a r e  

de te rmined  to ca tch up with "the r e s t  of the  world. ' I  

In  coun t r i es  heavily r u r a l  in s t r uc tu r e ,  the p r i m a r y  plank in the 

poli t iciant  s  p la t form i s  p r o g r a m s  fo r  r u r a l  community development. 

The governments  in many  of t h e se  count r i es  fee l  that  t he i r  t enure  in  

power will depend to a l a r g e  extent  on how successful  they a r e  with 

these  p rog rams .  

These  f a c t o r s  a l l  add  up to  an  a l m o s t  worldwide demand f o r  

rapid r u r a l  improvement .  Peop le  and t h e i r  governments  want to 

L / - Thi s  pape r  was  p r epa red  f o r  a s e m i n a r  on t ra in ing A m e r i c a n s  
for  s e r v i c e  in  technical.  a s s i s t a n c e  p r o g r a m s  i n  l e s s  developed 
count r i es ,  Ru ra l  Education Depar tment ,  Cornel l  Univ. , March ,  1957. 



2 

modernize  their  agr icul ture  and to use  science and technology in  an  

application to the age-old prob lems  of disease ,  ignorance and poverty. 

This  situation h a s  been recognized by the United Nations, by 

governments  of severa l  of the so-called "advanced nations", by private 

foundations and by miss ionary  groups.  The concern of these  groups f o r  

t h i s  problem i s  a t tes ted to by the mill ions of do l la r s  in  grants-ic-aid,  

loans  and f r e e  technical  a s s i s t ance  that have been extended to the 

governments  and the  people of these  countries during the  pas t  few years .  

FOP one reason  o r  another,  p rog rams  of ass i s tance  a r e  in operation by 

the  United Nations in var ious  f o r m s  such a s  the FAO, WHO, UNESCO, 

etc. , the International Cooperation Administrat ion of the United States 

Government, the Colombo plan of the Bri t ish  Commonwealth; the  

p rog rams  of var ious  pr ivate  foundations and others .  

In near ly  a l l  of these  p r o g r a m s  of ass i s tance ,  technical  adv isors  

have been sent along to a s s i s t  with the organization and launching of the 

new r u r a l  improvement p rograms .  

In th i s  paper we want to concern ourse lves  with the question of 

the  efficiency of these  technicians and advisors.  How well have they 

done? What have the i r  weaknesses  been? What a r e  some of the  

mis takes  they have made  ? 

We a r e  interes ted in  t he se  questions only fo r  the  help they will 

render  in selecting and t ra ining technicians for  s imi l a r  work in  the 

future. 

F r o m  the standpoint of the loca l  technician, loca l  adminis t ra tor  

0s- other  'hos t i  official who r ece ives  the foreign technician a s  h i s  
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advisor ,  what have been the  mos t  common mi s t akes  made  by the  Amer i can  

technical  adv i so r  in h i s  working re la t ionships  ? 

According to eight host  workers  and officials  f rom different  

countr ies  of t he  world,  a l l  of whom have had exper ience in working 

with Amer i can  technicians ,  h e r e  a r e  some  of the  mos t  common of t he  

c r i t i c i s m s  of A m e r i c a n  technical  adv i so r s  and s imi l a r  worke r s  ( the  

s ta tements  quoted in th i s  paper were  taken f rom interviews with t he  

eight workers  a s  indicated above. 4/  The  comments  not in quotes a r e  

ba sed  upon the  exper ience of the  w r i t e r ) :  

1. "Amer icans  have a feeling of super ior i ty .  They know the 

answer  to everything.  " T h e s e  were  the  m o s t  frequently mentioned 

c r i t i c i s m s  by the  sight worke r s  who have had exper ience a s  working 

counterpar ts  of Amer i can  technicians. 

Th i s  i s  a fa i r ly  common att i tude on the  pa r t  of the  Amer icans .  

Anything Amer i can  i s  good p e r  se. Anything foreign i s  "just natural ly"  

infer ior .  It usually comes  a s  quite a shock to an Amer i can  to l e a r n  

that  some people might  p r e f e r  t he i r  own c a r s ,  the i r  own clothes o r  

the i r  own ways to  his .  Or to l e a r n  that  people a r e  not in te res ted  in 

learning to do things "the Amer i can  way. I '  

When a n  Amer i can  adv isor  demons t ra tes  th i s  at t i tude in h i s  

day-to-day re la t ionship  with the  people he  i s  working with, they r e a c t  

in just the way we would expect  them to  reac t :  negatively. If h e  

t a k e s  a super io r  at t i tude toward the  country ,  the cul ture  and the  

2 /  The eight respondents  were  students a t  Gornel.1 in the Spring - 
of 195'7. 
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people,  i t  shows in pract ica l ly  everything he does.  A s  soon a s  th is  i s  

c lea r ly  understood by his  coun t e rpa r t s  in the host  government  h is  

chances  of helping them a r e  pract ica l ly  nil. 

2 .  "Amer icans  want to t ake  credi t  fo r  what i s  accomplished in 

joint p rograms .  ' I  "The A m e r i c a n  adv isor  took a l l  the  c r ed i t  for  the 

woslc of the en t i r e  p rog ram.  " 

Th i s  was the next m o s t  f requent  c r i t i c i sm of Amer i can  technical  

a s s i s t a n c e  workers .  They i n s i s t  that  t he i r  n a m e s  b e  in the paper ,  

that  they ge t  public c red i t  f o r  any work they engage in o r  a r e  involved 

in  in  any way. 

Although on ana lys i s ,  i t  i s  n o r  ha rd  to point out why the Amer ican  

s e e k s  c red i t ,  i t  does  not m a k e  i t  any l e s s  objectionable to the people 

accepting a id  and a s s i s t ance  f r o m  Amer i can  p rog rams ,  

In the f i r s t  place,  A m e r i c a n s  place such a high value on success  

that  they want to be  a s s u r e d  that  they a r e  succeeding in whatever work 

they happen to  be engaged in. The re fo r e ,  i t  i s  difficult f o r  them to 

s tay  behind the  scenes  and l e t  someone e l s e  take a l l  the  c red i t  f o r  

achievements .  

In the second place,  the  technical  a s s i s t ance  worker  was  selected,  

in  many c a s e s ,  because  he had been successful  in "credi t -get t ing"  in 

h i s  l a s t  job, Publ ic  p r o g r a m s  in  Amer ica  a r e  frequently g rea t ly  

affected,  a s  f a r  a s  appropr ia t ions  a r e  concerned,  by the  amount  of 

publicity- they get.  A.n individual worker  who re f lec t s  a g r e a t  deal  of 

c red i t  on  h i s  organization i s  l ikely  to  be  rewarded  by a high rat ing and, 

the re fore ,  m a y  be  the f i r s t  one recommended for  a "foreign job. " 
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T h i s  kind of an  individual, who i s  accus tomed  to  f requent  public acc la im 

and  p r a i s e  f r o m  his  supe r io r s ,  may  have a n  ex t remely  difficult t ime  

avoiding "taking a l l  the  credi t" ,  o r  seeking t he  l imel ight  instead of 

pushing h i s  fore ign counte rpar t  forward.  

Where people have just  gained t h e i r  poli t ical  independence a s  i s  

so frequent1.y the  c a s e  with the  developing count r i es ,  they a r e  natura l ly  

highly sensit ive to any kind of foreign domination. To give public c r ed i t  

t o  a foreign technic ian o r  foreign agency fo r  even joint accomplishments  

i s  usually repugnant to  them and may  often b e  a s e r i ous  political m i s t ake  

on  the  par t  of a local  government .  The  local  government  may  need a l l  

t h e  credi t  fo r  accompl i shments  that  it can get .  To  admi t  that  a  fore ign 

government  o r  i t s  r ep r e sen t a t i ve s  have helped,  i s ,  to a ce r ta in  extent ,  

admitting a kind of f o r e ign  domination; which i s ,  in m o  st  of the newly 

independent countr ies ,  poli t ical  suicide,  

3 .  A m e r i c a n s  a r e  frequently unable o r  unwilling to l e a r n  to r e spec t  

and  to adjus t  to the  loca l  cus toms  and culture.  The  following c r i t i c i s m s  

a r e  indications that  t h i s  point i s  t rue .  

"The Point  4 worke r  i s  unwilling to  adjus t  h i s  working hours  

to those  of o u r  office. ' I  

"Some do not have any understanding,  n o r  do they c a r e  to l e a r n  

about the cus toms ,  cu l tu re  and t radi t ions  of the loca l  people. I '  

"American t echn ica l  adv i so r s  fail to  s ee  the  point of view of the  

local  people. I '  
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"They violated the m o s t  inviolate of the  cus toms  of o u r  cu l tu re - -  

i. e. p lace  t h e i r  feet  on a high off ic ia l ' s  desk-- ;  fai l  to  remove  t he i r  

shoes  in  the  house,  etc. I '  

T h e s e  a r e  a few of the c r i t i c i s m s  of Amer ican  technic ians  f o r  not 

taking t he  t rcub le  to l e a rn  and follow the common cus toms  and cour tes ies  

of t he  ho st  country '  s  cul ture  s. 

The  Amer i can  who violates the  bas ic  r u l e s  of a cu l tu re  indicates 

i n  a n  unmistakable way his  complete  lack of concern o r  r e spec t  f o r  the 

fee l ings  of the local  people. He a l s o  b r ands  himself  a s  unworthy to  

adv i se  o r  consult  with in the  fu tu re .  He, the re fore ,  h a s  nullified any 

influence h i s  position c a r r i e d  and h a s  ended h i s  usefulness  in the  

ass ignment .  

4. "Americans  a t tempt  to  plan and launch p r o g r a m s  without 

spending enough t ime  to ge t  the n e c e s s a r y  facts .  " 

"Most ( technical  a-ss is tance  worke r s )  t r y  to apply things which 

work in the  U. S. A. without taking into considerat ion the  g r e a t  

d i f ferences  between the two countr ies .  ' I  

"Amer icans  always tend to go f o r  big stuff; big t r a c t o r s ,  when 

the  f a r m s  a r e  smal l ;  big r oad  equipment when the loca l  government  

c a n ' t  mainta in  them.  I '  

Th i s  mis take ,  although not in  the r e a lm  of pe rsonne l  p rob lems ,  

i s  cer ta in ly  a pert inent  one a.nd where  information i s  lacking about 

people, can well apply. 



I t  m a y  t a k e  a g r e a t  dea l  of t i m e  f o r  the  t echn ica l  a d v i s o r  to 

l e a r n  about  the  loca l  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  s y s t e m ,  how i t  funct ions  and 

how to g e t  th ings  done i n  i t ,  but if he  r ea l ly  e x p e c t s  to  accompl i sh  

anything dur ing  h i s  a s s i g n m e n t  i t  i s  worth the  t i m e  a n d  ef for t  and 

m u s t  be done. 

5. F a i l u r e  to  w o r k  th rough  the  n o r m a l  channe l s  f o r  get t ing work 

done was  mentioned.  

"Some (Po in t  4 w o r k e r s )  because  they a r e  ' e x p e r t s '  of ten bypass  

t h e  d i r e c t o r  of the  s e r v i c e ;  going d i r ec t ly  to  t h e  M i n i s t e r  of Agr icu l tu re  

o r  s o m e  o the r  high of f ic ia l .  " 

"Point  4 w o r k e r s  do not  t r y  to  involve t h e  f ie ld  pe r sonne l  in ' t h e i r '  

p r o j e c t s  f r o m  the  beginning.  ' I  

"Channels  of communica t ion  between Po in t  4 w o r k e r s  and na t ives  

only function f r o m  t h e i r  l e v e l  up t o  the  high of f ic ia ls .  " 

"Most.  . . t r y  to  work  s o  a s  to p lease  the  h ighe r  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  

r a t h e r  t h a n  a t  t he  l o c a l  l eve l .  I '  

In many c a s e s  a n  A m e r i c a n  technical. a d v i s o r  will  have  a n  

"asc r ibed  s t a tus"  which i s  v e r y  high f r o m  t h e  v e r y  s t a r t  of h i s  a s s i g n -  

men t .  Unless  he i s  sc rupu lous ly  c a r e f u l  abou t  not tak ing  advantage of 

t h i s  c i r c u m s t a n c e  h e  will  a l i e n a t e  s o m e  of the  v e r y  o f f i c e r s  h e  hopes  to 

' a s s i s t ' .  P r o j e c t s  which have  t o  b e  executed  a t  t h e  d i r e c t o r  l eve l  should 

not b e  d i s c u s s e d  with a  m i n i s t e r  by a Poin t  4 t echn ic i an  u n l e s s  i t  i s  a 

p z r t  of t h e  s t r a t e g y  m a p p e d  out  with the  d i r e c t o r .  Unti l  the  Poin t  4 

worke r  u n d e r s t a n d s  t h e  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  s y s t e m  and how i t  w o r k s ,  h e  would 

do well to  go slowl.y, 



6. "Some Amer icans  tend to  l o s e  the i r  democrat ic  way of 

working and acting when they get  in a foreign ass ignment  where 

th is  i s  possible."  

T h i s  was a complaint by two of the  informants .  Amer icans  

at tempted to u s e  authori ty in getting changes they wanted and 

thought des i rable .  

To  some  extent th i s  may  seem inevitable. When an Amer i can  

goes  into a socie ty  where  the p r e s s u r e  to be democrat ic  with o t h e r s  

i s  lessened,  t h e  na tura l  tendency i s  to be  l e s s  democratic.  He may  

have se rvan ts  for  the  f i r s t  t ime;  and s e rvan t s  who a r e  so accus tomed 

to being se rv i le  in  the i r  relat ionship with the i r  employer that they 

fo r ce  him into a m o r e  dominant r o l e  than he  has  ever  had to a s s u m e  

before.  To avoid t h i s  mis take,  a n  Amer i can  would need to be a w a r e  

of the pitfall and b e  p r epa red  for i t ,  

Another facet  to th i s  problem i s  the  fa i lure  on the pa r t  of the  

Amer ican  adv isor  to recognize and make  al lowances for  the fact  

that  h is  values and those of the host  country  may be  different in 

many respects .  Because he places  a g r e a t  deal  of value on getting 

things done quickly and efficiently i s  no guarantee  that  h is  local  

co-workers  will p lace  the s ame  value upon i t ,  The  f rus t ra t ion th i s  

Lack of under standing causes  frequently l e ads  to dic ta tor ia l  a t t i tudes  

and action. 



Some P o s s i b l e  Ways to Avoid T h e s e  Mis takes  

1. Do not expect  g ra t i tude  f o r  any f inancia l  a i d  given,  

A t  one  t i m e  o r  another ,  i t  h a s  been  thought that  i f  the technic ian  could 

have s o m e  financial  a i d  to r e n d e r  and a d m i n i s t e r  he would have a n  

e a s i e r  t i m e  establishing effect ive rappor t  with h i s  coun te rpar t s .  Th i s  

i s  a  mis take .  Actually, i f  a  technic ian  does  have a i d  to g r a n t  it a i m o s t  

g u a r a n t e e s  tha t  he can n e v e r  e s t a b l i s h  the  kind of r a p p o r t  n e c e s s a r y  to 

b e  rea l ly  effective. Accepting f inancial  a id  h u r t s  the  p r i d e  of the 

rec ip ien t  in a l m o s t  a l l  c a s e s  and  oddly enough, se ldom e v e r  r e s u l t s  

in  r e a l  g ra t i tude  f o r  the  donor.  If fo rced  to acknowl.edge t h e  a id  publicly, 

the  recipi.ent m a y  come t o  ac tua l ly  ha te  the donor. 

So, i n  rea l i ty ,  f inancial  a i d  g r e a t l y  compl ica tes  t h e  job of the 

technical  advisor .  His  a t t i tude  toward  it should be  to n e v e r  mention it 

to  any  of h i s  co -workers  in the  hos t  government  and t o  n e v e r ,  never  

a t t e m p t  to  u s e  it t o  gain any kind of advantage in h i s  r e la t ionsh ip  with 

h i s  co -workers .  

2 ,  The  Point  4 W o r k e r ' s  job i s  to build the  loca l  technic ian ,  

In the  pas t ,  A m e r i c a n s  and  o t h e r  technic ians  have justifi.ed t h e i r  

a s s u m i n g  the  ro le  of a n  in- l ine  off icer ,  an  a d m i n i s t r a t o r ,  a  superv i so r ,  

o r  a n  o p e r a t o r  of a p r o g r a m ,  by saying tha t  they w e r e  "demonstrat ing" 

to the people what could b e  done with such a p r o g r a m  o r  they w e r e  

opera t ing a pilot project .  T h i s  excuse  no longer  holds  good. If the chief 

a d m i n i s t r a t o r  of a  country h a s  n.ot h e a r d  of the  b a s i c  e l e m e n t s  of 

community development and  extens ion by  now, then h e  i s  a  r a r e  exception 



to the  rule. At any r a t e ,  these  p rog rams  a r e  not in the demonstrat ion 

s tage any m o r e  and t h e r e  i s  l i t t le  excuse fo r  a  Point  4 technician o r  a n  

extension adv isor  to a s s u m e  an  operational  ro le  in a foreign ass ignment ,  

Pa r f i r i o  G o r n e ~ ,  Extension Specialist with the Inter-American 

Institute of Agr icu l tu ra l  Sciences,  Tu r r i a lba ,  Co sta R ica,  has  defined 

the  role  of a technical  a s s i s t ance  adv isor  by saying that  the adv isor  

shoukd a s s u m e  the s a m e  role  in the foreign ass ignment  that a  good 

extension worker  would a s s u m e  in a  county. 

To t r a in ,  to encourage,  to advise ,  to help to g row and develop in 

h i s  job, t he se  a r e  a l l  acceptable  functions of the technical  a s s i s t ance  

worker  in  relat ion to h i s  local  co-worker.  

3, Credi t  f o r  accomplishments  a r e  not fo r  the technical  a s s i s t ance  

worker.  FOP rea sons  a l ready  stated plus many o the r s ,  foreign adv i so r s  

cannot afford to sha re  in the  c red i t  fo r  successful  ventures. 

One of h i s  m o s t  important  objectives i s  to build-up the confidence, 

t he  pres t ige  and the  genera l  s t a tu re  of h i s  co-worker  o r  co-workers .  

An important  a s p e c t  of t h i s  i s  the re inforcement  of the i r  successful  

experi.ences with p r a i s e  and commendation. The adv isor  cannot s h a r e  

in th i s  even though he may  have shared  in the work, e l se  he spoils  

the  effect. 

4. Unless a  Point  4 worker  ca.n l e a r n  to l ike and respec t  the  

people, he cannot work with them. 

Cultural differences; make  for  s t rangeness  and a  difficulty of 

adjustment but a technical  a s s i s t ance  worker  mus t  be willing to undergo 

th i s  adjustment o r  give up h i s  assi.gnrnent, 



If he f e e l s  super ior  to t he  people and the culture,  he i s  headed for 

t rouble .  He should study the local  cus toms ,  the his tory ,  the culture in 

eve ry  aspec t  and in f i rs thand persona l  observation and a t t empt  to identify 

in teres t ing strong points. A foreign advisor  should spend a t  l eas t  s ix  

months  of h i s  f i r s t  year  in a new country in intensive study of the situation 

he  i s  to  advise  on. 

He should give no advice until a f t e r  th is  period of study. 

5, Teach  by example- -consider ing language difficulties and other 

commvrnication blocks, teaching by example  will possibly be the m o s t  

effective teaching a technical  a s s i s t ance  worker  will do. He should, 

the re fore ,  concentrate upon it until he  i s  teaching what he  wants to teach. 

F o r  one thing, he should be democra t ic  in a l l  h i s  contacts.  He should 

s t r i c t ly  p rac t ice  what he preaches .  

6. L e a r n  the language. This  cannot be overemphasized for  if 

a n  adv isor  cannot communicate with the  common people, he  can never  

be  s u r e  of h i s  information, 

It i s  a l so  important  f r o m  the  standpoint of gaining and maintaining 

rapport .  

7. T h e  Point 4 w o r k e r ' s  whole family s l~ould m i x  socially with the 

localpeoplc-:. T h i s i s e s s e n t i a l f o r s e v e r a l r e a s o n s .  I t h e l p s g r e a t l y  

in gaining and maintaining rappor t  with coworkers  and other  people of 

the  country. It  keeps the whole family  in te res ted  and gives them a sense 

of mission.  And a most  important  function of par t i es  and other  social 

a f f a i r s  i s  that  they a r e  effective influencing processes ,  if proper ly  handled. 



Because the teaching can be  indirect ,  they can make  up a very  important  

p a r t  of a ' learning '  situation for  officials  who because  of pres t ige  and 

position cannot a s s u m e  the  role  of students o r  'advice- taker  s '  , 

8, Cr i t i c i sm of the local  people, t h e i r  cus toms  o r  any other  

a spec t s  of the cul ture  i s  a s u r e  way to end the  effectiveness of a 

technical  advisor .  Direct  o r  implied c r i t i c i sm  i s  strongly resented 

by the  major i ty  of the  people of any country. The reaction i s  mos t  

frequently cover t  and,  the re fore ,  the  forei.gn adv isor ,  unless  he i s  

extremely sensit ive,  will not be aware  of the damage he is doing. 

One of the mos t  des t ruct ive  f o r m s  of implied c r i t i c i sm i s  the 

foreigner  who takes  the condescending at t i tude toward the local  people 

and the i r  cul ture ,  Such a person privately fee l s  that  the  local  culture 

i s  vastly infer ior  to h i s  own, but i s  ex t remely  solici t ious of the  feelings 

of the  local. people with whom h.e works. Although he may  never openly 

cr i t ic ize ,  h i s  t r u e  at t i tude shows a t  every t u r n  and he soon becomes 

completely. de t e s t ab l e  to the  people. 

9. A technical  a s s i s t ance  worker  should avoid these  two ex t remes .  

The people of cu l tu res  great ly  different  f rom ou r  own suspect  our 

sinceri ty if, when we go to the i r  country to work,  we go 'completely 

nativei .  They feel  that  e i ther  we a r e  trying to gain some undue advantage 

by this  o r  that  we a r e  some  kind of a n  iou tcas t '  in  o u r  own culture.  

Cer ta in  aspec t s  of the  foreign advisor '  s  cul ture  we re  admired  and 

considered des i rab le  by the  local  government o r  he would not be t he r e ;  

so i f  he gives u p  t he se  a spec t s ,  of what fu r ther  use  i s  h e ?  



The  o the r  ex t reme i s  the  pe rson  who a t t empts  to  l ive  exactly a s  

he  did a t  home.  Cer ta in  a spec t s  of the  loca l  cul ture  a r e  obviously 

supe r io r  i n  the  new situation to  what the  fo re igner  could import .  

Cer ta in  foods,  dr inks ,  working hours ,  visiting hours ,  socia l  cu s toms ,  

etc. , have been developed in the  loca l  situation. The  m o r e  quickly the 

Po in t  4 adv i so r  and h i s  fami ly  recognize  t h i s  and develop new t a s t e s  

and habi ts  to accommodate  such cu l tu ra l  t r a i t s ,  the  be t t e r  off they will be. 


