Lessons irom History in AID
Gordon Donald

AID has experienced and made quite a lot of history with its accumulated activitic
in foreign assistance to a wide range of countries over some 30 years, (The name
AID is intended to encompass preducessor agencies, ) Since AID has been an unusual
innovative ayency, this history should be of more than usual interest, But it is som
times said that AID has no memory, and so cannot learn from its own expericnces,
Individual employees and contractors of AID do storc up the lessons frem their own
experiences, apply them as they work in one place after another, and convey them in
some degree to those who work with them, But this is a non-systematic way of e -
bilizing experience, and it is weakened by the tendency among mony of AID's tech-
nicians and administrators to leave the agency afler only a few assignments: e 2n
the morc cnduring staff do not always sec AID as their main carecr, The short and
medium run turnover in AID has been unusually high for reasons having to do with it
"non-permanent' character and its reliance on a wide spectrun of specialists to pe
form changing functions,

Institutional memory is normally maintained by paper records when human men
are insufficient, AID's practitioners leave behind them a record of routine reports
ample in volume but questionable in some other respects, Aside from reports on n
or transitory rnatiers for operational purposes, too many reporls on projects or oth
activities a1¢ written in part to boost or maintair support for programs on which tl
reputation, even the job, of the writer may depend. Further, there is a tendency !
those who haw~e chosen to take their specialties overseas with AID to be missionari
or at least sincere believers in the value of their particular activity - a view which
would color their interpretation of realities, Thus, the cumulative record of routi
reporting from the ficld, or indeed of many reports at headquarters (given an cifor
to move support in one's bureaucraiic direction), may well be unreliable as hisiory
or as guidance to operational decisions,

AID has attacked the latter problem through the program lor project evaluation
by persons detached from the projects under review, Conmprehensive and refined
methods of project appraisal have been developed; and with the passage of time the
applicationr of these technigues to more and more projects is building up a backlog
of high quality evaluations, While thesc evaluations are designed in large part Lo
guide Mission directors rather than to serve as elements ¢f a composite history {or
so I've been told), they should he able to periorm ihe latter function as well, AID
has also been improving its institutional memory by reforms in its record keeping
systems, Computerization with attention tc subject classification and cross referen
is one aspect: systematic abstracts written on AID -supported research activities
is another,

The preceding descripticn (which is not exhaustive) deals with inputs to an institu
tional memory., For such a memory to be activated, more is required: the items
on the record must be reviewed and analyzed, and their implications for policy brou
out, Frequently there will be contradictory implications in the experiences reviewc
so there must be further analysis of the evidence as it bears on the relative virtues
of one policy or cluster of policics as against another, While there are different wa
of going about it, some such process of scarch, assembly, analysis of evidence, fol
lowed by analysis of genceralized implications is nceded to find the lessons from AL
experience,

AID has undertaken this kind of process inr defined functional programs, with
varying degrees of thoroughness, in its Spring Reviews -- another AID innovation,
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4D has also generated thoughtful analysis of problems by onc or a few people, anc
his has led to occasional think-picces inside the agency and outside -- whether as
discussion Papers or in other formats. The Spring Reviews are the most systemdl ic
»f these cfforts to mobilize experience and draw conclusions therefrom, L some
sases the research effort has led to a considerable accumulation of knowluedge (de-
sending of course on its scope, which reflects its budget); and the combination of
research with policy consideration, and the bringing togethcr ot academics with prac-
.itioners and of U.S. expcris with LDC nationals has been fruitful, The problems
with the Spring Review as a general method are, first, thal it .akes a greal deal of
manpower -- requiring both effort and money -- to do a meaninzful job in this way;
and second, that the residue it leaves behind does not do justice to the magnitudes

of the inputs, Usually there is a big heap of documents, extrenicly heterogencous as
well as bulky, and although there are often very good items among them these arc
hard for a reader to identify -- so they all tend to remain in a neglected pile. The
summary reports, which survey findings and give policy conclusions,are more acces-
sible and are widely circulated, Thesc are valuable and useful; but for their purposes
the review of findings is necessarily too short and streamlined to convey much of

the flavor and complexity of what lies behind it,

Does it matter that AID is letting much of its history slide into oblivion? There
is a great deal of it that is not with preserving, of course, and the question is whe-
ther there is an appreciable amount which could be of value that is not being retained
or mobilized under present procedures, More and more organizations today are
keeping more and more records, but the case for doing this should not be assumed
without question; records should have some prospect of being used for meaningful
purposes, AID's experiences should be unusually meaningful to the extent that
they can illuminate the development process through which the Third World is moving,
a process which is imperfectly understood -- though much is being learned -- but
which will increasingly shape the world around us, The U.S. will find Third World
relationships impinging on our cconomy with growing force as time passes; cven a
reversion to a politically isolationist stance, if it recurs, would not eliminate our
dependence on imported materials, AID's history should supply insights into both
the development process itself and the ways in which various U.S. contributions Lo
Third World development have worked out in practice.

If there is a general case for learning more from AID's history, what would
be the main uses of such lessons, and in what form would thevy be most useful?
Perspectives frompast experience are cerlainly helpful to avoid making the same
mistake repeatedly, or to find and replicate successful policies. But this puts the
matter too simply: clearcut victories or disasters may be easy to remernber withou
special effort, but there are many more examples of policy results that are harder
to characterize and easier to forget, This 1s especially true where reasons for
Mguccess" or the lack of it arisc more from the conditions in the L.DC than from the
U. S. policies or intentions in question, Lessons from history thus require not
only a review of what happened but a disciplined analysis of what it was that led to
particular results, cven though something different could have been and perhaps
was expected in the basis of ecarlier experience, Policy premiscs may he wrong,
or they may be wrong in some places, or ai particular times, but not universally,
It is in this kind of inference from experience that is less obvious that a systematic
Inalysis of history can be potentially most valuable for policy development, and
€specially in a field where there are numerous unkowns and the known elements
may be in a state of flux.

If this is valid, what would be the best way to focus the assembly and analysis



>f expericnce for obtaining most useful results, and at recasonable cost? Scveral
sossibilities can be cited: 1) The Spring Reviews, discussed cariier; 2) the ad
1c support of individual thinkpicces by able and concerned people under non-routine
AID contracts, or on leave from AID duties, as problems appear 1o present them-
selves: 3) a systematic composition of official AID policy statements on derined
subject areas, produced by AID personnel with official clearancues (these could be
slaborated more than they have been so far to ressemble the World Bank's Sector
Policy Papers); 4) a massive, scholarly history of AID by distinguished academics
with foundation auspices (like the mulli-volume history of the World Bank by Asher
aind Masofi); or [inally 5) a systematic series »f products of intermediate length,
sroduced by AID centractors with AID collaboration, covering pertinent sectors with
1 review of empirical findings and an analysis of policy options (as opposed to a pre-
sentation of official policy views and conclusions),

I would argue the virtues of the last approach as follows: A rystematic series
will accomplish more than ad hoc compositions by ensuring a persistent effort to
examine all policy areas, including not only those with recognized problems but
.hose where opportunities and problems may beinadzjuately recognized. Policy
areas and emphases change from time to time, to be sure; but histories and analyses
can aad should be updated and reexamined periodically in any case,

An intermediate sized product, not attempting a complete history of AID nor
assembling an undigested pile of empirical studics, yet giving readers a stronger
sense of what has happened and of the interelationships involved than could a state-
ment oriented mainly to current policy conclusions, would supply a need that is not
10w being met., My suggestion would be for 100-150 page analyses of functional
(rather than geographical) policy areas, written at a professional level for potentially
aonprofessional readers, (There may also be a place for country-based or regional
nistories and analyses lgadi:-g to geogr a_hically delined stratcgies, such as that
>f Jacoby for Taiwan.'”’T believe more could be learned from systematic functional
surveys that would be appropriate to AID's policy making requirements: country-
sriented general policy surveys are being generated in various jorms under prescnt
routines, and the coordination of U, S. policy among the offices dealing with one
nation is better. attended to than are the functional conscquences of AID programs. )
How broad each functional area for a single report should be is a question to be
answered with consideration of matters such as cost, level of interest in topics, timning
[ could envisage, for purposes of discussion up to perhaps a dozen functional arcas
for a systematic coverage of AlD activities in 100-150 page condeased presentations.

What should be the ingredients of such a product, if it is to do something that is
not already being donc? The high-quality evaluations of AID projects in a given
field would be basic building blecks, I[low many of the more routine AID reports
would prove valuable is difficult to say without trying it out -- some would, of course,
but a system for screening them would have to be developed. Bevond that, it would
be important to learn whal the leading AID practitioners in field X have concluded
from their cxpericnces. This could best be achieved by interviews with both present
and former AID people, including retired practitioners, and perhaps with some
other experts in the Field who have not worked for AID, The question of how much
of the non-AID experience should also be cxamined is one which must be answered
in practical terms: a good rcport would certainly not be cenfined to ALD projects
(Spring Revicws are not), bui time and cost and perhaps limnited access to malterials
will set limits to how far the cxploration can be carried. An cffort to review the lite
plus some pertinent interviews with leadingt hinkers, may reprecent a suitable
compromise in the non-AlD covcrage.



Each product must contain a review of experience, using ¢xamples of particular
as appropriate, but it should not be given a project-by-project form of presentati
Well-rounded descriptions of some key project expericnces should not be ruled ou
however, and there ought to be a flavor of the field rcflected, not just ivory tower
taxonomy and logic chopping. Nevertheless, the analylical portions would probab
be the heart of the endeavor, This should inclule analyses by problem along with
the relcvant policies, and then analyses of the implications of one policy for other
pretlem/policy areas, A review of innovations, innovative suggestions, and arca.
for research should be presented. Whether these strands could then be woven intc
coherent strategies, or presented in terms of basic strategic choices, is less cas:
to project in undefined territory; but certainly the effort should be made to organiz
rather than merely list, the policy options,

Beyond this it is difficultto generalize without trying out the art form, which is
not quile the same as any existing product., But it isappropriate vo conclude with «
few words about my experience in writing Credit for Small I"armers in Developing
Countries as part of the 1973 Spring Review, as this is the closest thing to a modecl
for my proposal and was the starting point for the thinking on the subject. It
demonstrates that something along these lines can be done, and within certain time
and cost boundaries,

In the 1972/73 planning AID decided that an intermediate book-sized product fr
that Spring Review was desirable, and commissioned me to do it, It may have be
conceived as a job of editing extracts from SR reports with a bit of filling, but [ fo
it wouldn't work that way, The SR Analytical Papers just didu't have in them ade
coverage of large portions of the subject, while the SR project reports could not b
used as text, So I ended up writing two thirds of the pages and adapting SR papers
for the rest -- the latter largely in a section giving alternative views on the role
of credit. The completed book had 270 pages, which is longer than the form. I
am suggesting as appropriate for the proposal above,

It took 12 months to complete the first draft; during the preceding year I had
spent perhaps two or threce man-months reading SR papers and going to the region:
conferences; following the first draft, another six months were occupied in getting
revision ideas from A[D's committee for the book and incorporating these plus my
second thoughts into thc final texf. Since I was also getting out the Development
Digest during this period (but with more assistance than usual), the dimensions of
that venture required suomething like two-thirds of one person's time over a bit less
than two years., This job could have been done in different ways with differing time
requirements; and in any case the inputs and product of the proposal above are
different from the bool, But I believe this c¢xperience can provide some basis lor
estimating feasibilities of intermediate-sized reviews of history cum analyses of
implications.




