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Abstract 
Technical assistance is provided to country governments as part of 
international development programmes to support policymaking or 
strengthen state capability. This article presents the conceptual 
evolution of ‘technical assistance’ linked to capacity development, 
starting with programmes aiming exclusively to enhance individual 
capacity in the 1950s to 1970s and progressing to complex systems 
approaches in the past ten years. It also presents some of the 
frequent challenges in designing and implementing technical 
assistance, drawing from the existing literature and the authors’ 
experience in international development. The article summarises the 
latest thinking about delivering more effective development, including 
the adaptive management practices and the initiatives to strengthen 
evidence about what works. Finally, we complement this article with a 
follow-up open letter reflecting on the current policy options and 
opportunities for change.
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Disclaimer
The views expressed in this article are those of the author(s). 
Publication in Gates Open Research does not imply endorsement  
by the Gates Foundation.

Introduction
Technical assistance is generally referred to as non- 
financial support, usually knowledge-based, contracted by and/
or provided to governments by local or international experts  
to support policymaking and/or strengthen state capability.

The World Bank defines technical assistance as ‘the transfer 
or adaptation of ideas, knowledge, practices, technologies, or 
skills to foster economic development for policy development,  
institutional development, capacity building, and project 
or programme support’ (World Bank, 1997). OECD DAC  
refers to technical assistance as technical cooperation provided 
in the form of: (i) grants to nationals of aid recipient coun-
tries receiving education or training at home or abroad, and  
(ii) payments to consultants, advisers and similar personnel 
as well as teachers and administrators serving in recipient 
countries, including the cost of associated equipment  
(OECD DAC).

Technical assistance includes various practices, such as 
hands-on support, training, peer to peer learning, coaching, 
facilitation, embedding externals in the government, or  
South-South cooperation. In our complimentary paper on tech-
nical assistance (Nastase et al., 2020), we refer to technical 
advisors providing support as DOERS, PARTNERS and/or  
FACILITATORS. We also refer to supply or demand-driven 
technical assistance. This article reviews the challenges  
of technical assistance provided to governments by external  
experts, using external funding.

The first seeds of international technical assistance were sown 
in the 1940s, with the establishment of the United Nations 
system and Harry Truman’s ‘Point Four Program’ in 1949.  
Specifically, in the field of public health and academic capacity  

building, the Rockefeller Foundation established the para-
digm of scientific neutrality in developing countries through 
the Foundation’s grants, projects, and fellows. For instance, 
its Mexico Hookworm eradication project, its viral research 
in India, the Caribbean, Brazil, and Egypt; and its Medical  
Sciences Division, which pioneered research in reproductive  
health etc.

In the 1950s, all through the 1970s, technical assistance was 
focused on building individual capacity in the government, pri-
marily by strengthening technical knowledge and skills. This 
was channelled towards filling experience gaps in developing 
country governments and was achieved through the training of  
national staff and strengthening or restructuring government 
institutions. In general, this approach to technical assist-
ance relied on technical experts from developed countries  
to work alongside and train recipient government staff. Over 
time, this led to core incumbent skills and functions that 
were supposed to be performed by the state officials being  
substituted by international technical advisers. It did not achieve 
the expected long-term goal of developing effective national  
institutions for the government (Cox & Norrington-Davies, 2019).

From the 1980s onwards, technical assistance took a broader 
view of capacity, including some organisational elements. This 
was influenced by the introduction and development of the  
New Public Management approach, which transplanted busi-
ness management practices to the public sector. Development  
organisations and governments have increasingly recognised, 
at least formally, that capacity development is about more 
than just building individual technical knowledge and skills.  
It was also an attempt to expand support to organisations to 
ensure sustainability of support beyond the individual bureau-
crats as recipients of technical advice, knowledge or skills  
development programmes.

In the 1990s, research on strengthening state functions focused 
on the role of institutions, with research mainly on the roles 
of institutions in affecting economic development. The aca-
demic community has reached a consensus around the beginning  
of the 2000s that institutions matter, but the definitions of ‘good 
institutions’ are still under spirited debate (Kiiza, 2006). The 
New Institutional Economists (Hall & Jones, 1999; North, 1990)  
equated ‘good institutions’ with democracy, property rights, 
and the rule of law. The heterodox institutional analysts (Chang,  
2002; Evans, 1995) saw the institutions as context-specific 
innovations that do not focus or start with Western or inter-
national best practices but rather with the country’s realities  
and own values. In terms of capacity development, the nov-
elty of the institutional level introduces the ‘formal and infor-
mal rules’ that complement the institutional and organisational  
level capacity. This framework is still used today by many  
development practitioners to understand capacity and how 
organisations develop, thus using technical assistance to enable  
reform (UNDP, 2009).

          Amendments from Version 1
We took on board valuable comments received from the 
reviewers, including:
Power structures within the recipient country and the donor 
organisations as well as among different development actors.
We complemented this open letter, referring to using technical 
assistance as a policy option for governments, transition phases, 
and COVID-19 implications. 
We addressed the editorial and conceptual objections noted by 
the reviewers.
We delimitated more clearly the literature cited from the authors’ 
experience.
We expanded the bibliography covered, including referenced 
literature on transition, institution building, and capacity 
development.

Any further responses from the reviewers can be found at 
the end of the article

REVISED

1 This type of three-level framework is not uncommon. For similar  
distinctions see North (1991), OECD (2008), UNDP (2009).
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The most recent shift in conceptualising technical assistance 
builds on complex systems theory. It postulates that ‘when 
smaller entities on their own jointly contribute to organised 
behaviours as a collective, [it results in] the whole being greater 
and more complex than the sum of the parts’ (Paina & Peters,  
2012). One of the main implications of the design and imple-
mentation of technical assistance programmes is that experi-
mentation, flexibility, and learning become core programming 
elements. More flexible and adaptive models and research 
methods are required to accommodate these fundamental  
properties (Smith & Hanson, 2011).

Considering each ecosystem in its uniqueness and making 
efforts to learning by experimenting, failing forward, adapt-
ing is thus more valuable than implementing blueprints and best 
practices. In practice, many programmes started to focus on  
asking process questions (‘how should we learn what works in 
the current situation?’), as well as trying to define best prac-
tice (‘what works?’) (Husain, 2017). Another implication is 
that programmes built on the assumption of public institutions 
working within a complex system move away from rigorous  
outputs-based programme design to a commitment to results  
as part of adaptive log frames.

Figure 1 below summarises the evolution of the concept ‘capac-
ity development’, starting from simply referring to building  
individual skills to working within a complex system.

Application of technical assistance to health 
system strengthening
Over the years, technical assistance in public health focused 
on vertical disease programmes or health system strengthen-
ing. In the initial years, the focus was squarely on the former.  
Still, it was soon recognised that support to broader health  
system pillars is essential to ensure better delivery of verti-
cal programmes (Chee et al., 2013). This led to many donors 
pivoting towards health system strengthening projects, all 
with varying interpretations of what health system strengthen-
ing means and varying focus areas. Initial conceptualisations 
of a health system used a ‘building blocks’ approach – dividing  
a health system into six parts: health workforce, health  
information systems, supplies and infrastructure, finance, gov-
ernance and leadership, and service delivery. Health system 
strengthening programmes have often focused on adding up  
interventions that address these individual building blocks.

In recent years, this mechanistic, linear view of a health sys-
tem has been challenged (Chee et al., 2013). It is gradually 
replaced by health systems seen as ‘complex adaptive sys-
tems’ or ‘systems of systems’, given the number of parts of a 
health system, all of which interact in complex ways. A field of 
applied research focusing on these issues – known as Health  
Services Research and Policy – has become increasingly promi-
nent. At the heart of this paradigm change is the recognition  
that whilst the building blocks – which are seen as the ‘hard-
ware’ of a system – are of course important, so are the  
people in the system – the ‘software’ (Sheikh et al., 2011). 
Health systems strengthening should be approached through 
the dynamic interaction between the hardware and the software.  
For instance, the availability of resources affects providers’ moti-
vations, or the incentives and norms affect the effectiveness  

Figure 1. Evolution of technical assistance approaches linked to capacity development. Each circle represents an area targeted for 
capacity development activities (individual, organisational and institutional capacity). In the last circle, the lifeline icon pulse shows that the system 
has a life of its own, and it is not only the sum of all the parts – the individual, organisational and institutional capacity.

2 Development partners have embraced this ethos of working to various 
degrees, based on criteria such as their relationship with the government, 
how they have traditionally worked with their counterparts, their appetite  
for risk, and their patience as regards waiting for change.
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of supplies and infrastructure. The extent to which hard-
ware components translate into effective, quality service  
delivery depends on the behaviours and interactions of  
the people in a system. The behaviours are governed by ‘tan-
gible software’ (their capacities and the formal processes that 
a system mandates) and ‘intangible software’ (the norms, 
values, incentives, relationships, and culture that influence  
behaviour in practice).

The implication of these conceptual advances in the health sys-
tems literature is that strengthening a health system can no 
longer be viewed as a technical, linear problem that can be 
solved through rational planning. Desired outcomes (whether 
resilience, performance, responsiveness, or respectfulness) are  
not things that can be simply achieved through strengthen-
ing inputs, particularly individual blocks. Instead, there is  
a need to create an enabling environment so that these out-
comes emerge from the dynamic interactions between hardware,  
software, and different levels of the health system.

The health systems literature has made significant concep-
tual and empirical progress on identifying the enabling envi-
ronment components required to achieve improved outcomes 
– particularly the importance of trust, pro-social values, team-
work, and distributed leadership. These tend to be shared across  
different types of desired results studied.

However, there has been significantly less progress in identi-
fying interventions that can successfully bring about this ena-
bling environment. Some of the interventions identified that  
have an emergent evidence base include training and coach-
ing on supportive supervision, coaching, and mentoring on 
transformational leadership, the creation of peer networks, and  
social accountability. However, these only have limited trac-
tion in large health system strengthening projects – partially 
because they challenge the predominant approaches used in  
sizeable technical assistance programmes. There is no con-
clusive evidence on whether externally funded and provided 
technical assistance programmes are even the suitable vehi-
cles for delivering systemic change in the ‘software’ of health  
systems despite having successfully diagnosed a problem.

The principles of implementation of technical 
assistance
In 2005, the international community came together and agreed 
on principles that would guide effective aid. These referred 
to country ownership, alignment, harmonisation, manag-
ing for results, and mutual accountability. In 2008, an alliance  
including governments, civil society and international part-
ners reinforced their commitment to three principles dur-
ing the Accra meeting: ownership, inclusive partnerships, and 
delivering results. Later, the Global Partnership for Effective  
Development Cooperation was set up to support the achieve-
ment of Sustainable Development Goals. Their work is 
built on the principles agreed in 2011 in the Busan Partner-
ship Agreement, and refer to country ownership, focus on  
results, inclusive partnerships, transparency, and accountability.

The authors concur that all these principles remain critical in 
providing effective aid and technical assistance. At the same 

time, our experience has shown us that the challenges lie in the 
implementation of the principles, including the day-to-day  
decisions and trade-offs, as well as the lack of repercussions 
for not following the principles. This article has modest objec-
tives to summarise some of the frequently met challenges in 
implementation. However, these practical challenges need more  
rigorous research to be further documented and subsequently  
addressed.

Key challenges for designing and delivering 
technical assistance – a practical account
Country ownership includes two essential conditions: coun-
tries setting their development priorities and development part-
ners aligning their support accordingly while using country  
systems to channel their resources, including knowledge  
transfer (Global Partnership for Effective Development Coop-
eration). This principle would imply a nationally driven agenda 
and technical assistance as a policy option (Nastase et al.,  
2020) for the country governments to deliver on their priorities.

Despite the almost unanimous agreement in the international 
development community that this is the essential principle in 
providing support to governments, many development projects  
still lack the needed ownership, and the results are less than  
ideal.

In practice, the reasons for the lack of ownership are both on 
the governments’ side and the donors’ side. Country own-
ership is difficult to define precisely and thus difficult to  
measure. First, at the national level, there is rarely ‘one coun-
try’ ‘one unifying voice’, ‘one vision’ for development, agreed 
collaboratively among relevant stakeholders and including 
clear development priorities (OECD, 2012). Moreover, unsta-
ble political environments, with changing priorities, short-term  
visions, frequent government reshuffles, and weak bureauc-
racies do not create the enabling environment for ownership  
of a long-term development agenda (Kiiza, 2006).

In practice, regular changes in political priorities, or the trans-
fer of key personnel, is often a significant barrier to lasting 
change in government capability. Large-scale, long-term techni-
cal assistance programmes typically do not have the same lead-
ership at the end of the programme or crucial decision-making  
points in the middle of the programme, as they started. Political  
and bureaucratic bipartisanship is often not a design feature of 
technical assistance programmes when they are launched. Fre-
quent political, bureaucratic, and technocratic changes are also  
a defining characteristic of weak state capacity. 

At the same time, donors also have their share of not being 
fully aligned to the ownership principle. The most docu-
mented reason is donors’ risk aversion, which is reflected in 
their reluctance to rely on the existing imperfect systems avail-
able at the national level. Their increased appetite for control 
is no safer, costs more and undermines long term development  
(OECD, 2011).

Attempts to transplant institutional models and best practice  
standards occur most often and have shown limited  
success in enabling governments to improve their functioning  
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(Andrews et al., 2012). While the assistance may help develop 
the technical systems and processes, it can be unsuccessful in  
changing the actual functions that an organisation performs, 
which is linked to individual behaviours (Williamson, 2015). This  
challenge is not specific to lower-income countries. Still, it 
has more acute consequences when it repeatedly influences 
the projects, policies, and programmes, leading to capability  
traps – a cycle whereby governments are constantly adopting 
reforms, partly to ensure ongoing flows of external financing  
and legitimacy, without any tangible improvements. These capa-
bility traps emerge when there are efforts to reproduce tem-
plated solutions that are considered ‘best practice’ through 
predetermined linear processes or where there is an overbear-
ing adherence to a rigid plan for implementation (Andrews  
et al., 2012). For instance, there are indications that fragile 
and conflict-affected states are quicker to adopt results-based  
financing in health as compared to more stable countries, given 
their dependence on external funding but also weak governance 
arrangements (Bertone et al., 2018).

Experience shows that poorly delivered technical assist-
ance can displace and even erode national capacities (Cox &  
Norrington-Davies, 2019). In addition, unintended capacity 
substitution can occur where poor working relationships exist  
between external experts and government staff. These rela-
tionships can be affected by disparities in salaries, equipment, 
and other softer elements, which lead to low morale within  
government counterparts (Le et al., 2016).

The relationship between the government counterparts and 
external advisers depends, to a great extent, on the expecta-
tions on both sides. For instance, from our experience, these  
expectations are driven by path dependency, in the sense that 
government counterparts who have been receiving technical 
support for a long time in a particular shape, most frequently as 
capacity substitution, more prone to expect the same type of 
support with a prominent DOER role played by the external  
consultants. 

Technical assistance, by definition, refers to knowledge-based 
support. In this sense, the discussion about strengthening 
 country ownership needs to reflect at least:

•    What type of knowledge is considered useful, and  
how the different types of knowledge are valued?

•    Who holds this knowledge, and what might be some  
existing preconceptions about who holds the knowledge?

•    How knowledge is transferred, and how is it being used?

These concerns are converging in discussions about decolonis-
ing aid and those referring to more locally driven support. For 
instance, even if the public discourse is focused on integrating  
more local expertise, the tangible proof of following this  
principle is missing. More concretely, it would imply remu-
nerating local expertise according to their experience and 
value added, compared to international expertise. This concern  
is exacerbated in some contexts, where ‘whiteness’ is the primary 
referent of power, prestige, and progress (Neajai Pailey, 2019).  

These stereotypes are only reinforced when the practice  
of inclusion and especially recognition does not follow the  
normative discourse (Peace Direct, 2021).

In our experience, we have seen expectations from the govern-
ment changing depending on the staffing of technical assistance  
programmes. For instance, junior consultants and external  
staff paid lower than government counterparts may end up  
doing capacity substitution work as they are perceived to be 
assistants for their government counterparts. On the opposite 
end, the senior consultants who may be compensated signifi-
cantly above the government salaries may be accepted as partners  
or change facilitators. In some cases, working with the senior  
consultants also expects to intermediate the relationship with 
the superiors because communication within government  
systems is aligned with power and hierarchical rules.

Focus on results refers to achieving measurable results by using 
country-led results frameworks and monitoring and evalua-
tion systems. Transparency and accountability refer to the 
arrangements through which countries and their development 
partners are accountable to each other and their respective con-
stituencies. (Global Partnership for Effective Development  
Cooperation).

From our experience, the principle of managing for results is 
influenced in practice by the relationship between the donor 
and the implementer. The central tension characterising  
this relationship has to do with achieving results and man-
aging risks. This is particularly obvious in the design stage,  
but especially during the implementation of a programme,  
depending on how this tension is handled.

One crucial element in qualifying this principle is to look at 
the accountability structures for reporting results. For bilat-
eral donors, for instance, the primary accountability arrange-
ment remains the domestic taxpayer to whom they need to  
prove value for money. For this, to have results under tighter 
control, donors come with their own programme-level results 
frameworks. These, sometimes, end up building coun-
ter bureaucracies that disrupt development projects (Natsios,  
2010) by focusing too much on predefined tasks. Predefined 
tasks are appropriate for simple problems, but they are not 
fit-for-purpose when dealing with complex problems in the  
public sector. Recent changes within the donor institutions that 
align development agenda more closely to domestic discourse  
(Dercon & Dissanayake, 2020) could also affect the risk appetite 
and definition of results.

Other accountability structures worth mentioning are the ones 
within the donor organisations. What is valued within the 
organisation for individual career progression will inevita-
bly affect how aid is delivered. Not much is being discussed  
or researched on how the internal performance frameworks 
shape the type of support provided. For instance, if ‘business 
development’ is much more valued in an individual perform-
ance review than facilitating development outcomes, this will 
inevitably create incentives for staff to expand their portfolio,  
irrespective of potential results.
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Another relevant aspect to clarify is what results matter. The 
essence of aid is to support countries to become less reliant on 
external support and strengthen their capabilities. However, 
from our experience, many programmes are taking this aspect  
for granted as a by-product of any development programme. 
Instead, they focus on solving problems and achieving  
exclusively short and medium-term results, diverting the  
attention from building capability.

While ‘capacity development’ has become one of the most fre-
quently used idioms in international development, its mean-
ing has also been extracted. There is a generalised lack of 
clarity about how it can be achieved. For instance, a pro-
gramme aiming to develop a parallel delivery system for health  
services and one that coaches managers to strengthen their 
leadership skills at work will have the same label of build-
ing capacity. More accurately, though, the first one is capac-
ity substitution and should be recognised as such with its  
advantage of getting quick results and its limitation of poten-
tially creating dependency on the external advisor instead 
of building in-house capability. The second one is build-
ing capacity because managers are supported to do their own 
job in their own context. At different times, in some contexts,  
both types of support may be needed. (Nastase et al., 2020)

At the same time, getting quick results to showcase and build-
ing capacity on the long-run may be antithetic in some situ-
ations. However, sustained capacity in incumbent systems  
is built when the system discovers its problems – both small 
and large, tests their solutions and sometimes fail– essen-
tially transforming itself into a thinking, learning and hence, 
a responsive and resilient organisation. External technical 
assistance needs to act concurrently and patiently in break-
ing the inevitable falls and accelerate learning of essential les-
sons without prejudice or predisposition towards a templated  
‘solution’.

Inclusive partnerships refer to building inclusive devel-
opment partnerships that are recognising the different  
complementary roles of all the actors in society.

Evidence shows that the collaborative design of technical assist-
ance improves outcomes (Spoth et al., 2007). Research on 
the politics of reform in international development also indi-
cates that coalitions are key to development for the simple  
reason that leadership is a collective process requiring inclu-
sive, powerful, and legitimate partners (Developmental  
Leadership Program, 2018). The theory of social change also 
emphasises the inclusiveness aspect of coalitions, by using 
the concepts of weak and strong ties (Granovetter, 1973). The 
insights from the theory and practice of social change are 
that networks or coalitions of strong ties (‘people or groups  
like us’) are weaker than networks or coalitions of ‘weak 
ties’ (‘people or groups unlike us’). This is justified by the 
simple fact that networks of strong ties limit the capacity 
for change as they quickly create a closed-in, limited circle  
of people and resources. Weak ties, by contrast, includes 
people who are different, but they bring along different  
types and more resources and ideas.

In the past decade, also building on the success of the  
programme Coalitions for Change (Bazeley, 2018), development 
programmes have increased their focus on building on-the-
ground coalitions, networks of champions etc. to ensure 
the sustainability of the programme and working within the  
ecosystem. Some of the current challenges refer to the inclusion 
of the different actors in the design, not just during the  
implementation phase, to create more ownership and focus 
on building sustainable processes along the way. Inflexible  
theories of change and action of technical assistance programmes 
hamper the holistic visioning of the pathway to long-term impact 
and goals. No sub-system (e.g. health, agriculture, sanitation 
etc.) operates in a silo of its own: they have interdependencies 
with other sub-systems. Not considering these interdependencies 
and potential extraneous changes in the environment means 
that while much technical assistance has robust log frames and 
hypotheses, they ultimately have weak narratives on systemic 
and long-term change pathways. Also, the theories of change 
need to be anchored in the organisational and institutional  
context, which may also refer to understanding different work 
streams, including other ongoing initiatives of international  
partners, national authorities, and non-state actors.

Harmonisation (2005 Paris Declaration) refers to donors coor-
dinating, simplifying procedures, and sharing information to 
avoid duplication. The structural challenge to implementing 
this principle is the projectised nature of technical assistance,  
which created silos between donor organisations, and some-
times even within the same organisation. Overlapping objectives 
with not enough coordination can undermine the development  
efforts.

For instance, in global health, many actors may be genuinely 
committed to addressing the issue of coordination, they face a 
series of challenges, such as the proliferation of global health 
actors; problems of global leadership; divergent interests; 
accountability issues; problems of power relations (Spicer et al.,  
2020). This often leads to projects not being strategic, and 
limited coordination leads to overlaps between donors, 
and, in certain cases, contradictory or inconsistent reform  
advice (Cox & Norrington-Davies, 2019). External technical 
assistance providers are bound by their contract and terms of 
reference with the funding institution and the host government.  
This formally shifts the onus for coordination between exter-
nal parties primarily onto the host government, which has  
a weak capacity, to begin with, perpetuating a vicious cycle 
dominated by an inter-partner dynamic where host govern-
ments take a backseat. Government ownership of critical reforms  
suffers in the process.

Technical assistance is also projectised in nature due to the way 
public procurement rules are structured in government. Build-
ing genuine capacity through technical assistance can have 
ambiguous pathways of change that need to be built along 
the way. Most government procurement structures are not 
designed to support projects of this kind but instead focus on 
making procurement better defined, with clear targets and  
deliverables and a strong focus on value for money.
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Learning from international practice in providing 
technical assistance
An underlying assumption in traditional models of pub-
lic sector reform is that development issues are technical  
problems and arise out of information asymmetry. Hence, given 
better information about government performance and citi-
zens’ entitlements, actors will behave differently, and the sup-
ply of public goods will improve. With the limited success of 
large-scale external technical assistance, this assumption has 
been challenged, and the literature suggests that coordination 
and collective action challenges influence the behaviour of actors  
much more than information asymmetry does (Booth, 2014).

The past ten years in international development have been char-
acterised by an increased interest in defining more politically 
astute programmes to address complex problems. At the foun-
dation of this movement is the practitioners’ understanding  
that the mixed results of development programmes, and par-
ticularly capacity development programmes, have less to do 
with a lack of knowledge or funding and more with the power 
structures that allow actors, groups, or collective movements 
to gain from existing movements and to resist change (Leftwich  
& Sen, 2011). As a result, different approaches emerged,  
involving principles, methods, and tools to operationalise 
more adaptive, politically informed ways of thinking and 
delivering technical assistance. These approaches include the  
following.

•     Thinking and working politically is based on three core 
principles: strong political analysis, insight and understand-
ing; a detailed appreciation of and response to the local 
context; and flexibility and adaptability in programme  
design and implementation (TWP CoP, 2013).

•     Development entrepreneurship is a form of thinking and 
working politically that postulates that development entre-
preneurs work within a broader coalition building process, 
using iterative learning by doing and making small bets 
to find ways to introduce reforms (Faustino & Booth, 2014).

•     Problem-driven iterative adaptation rests on four principles: 
local solutions to local problems; pushing problem-driven  
positive deviance; trying, learning, iterating, and adapting; and 
scaling up through diffusion (Andrews et al., 2015)

•     Doing development differently involves five potential 
starting points: swimming against the tide; working in and 
with government; feedback loops and data; organisational  
change; and diffusion (Wild & Andrews, 2015)

•     Adaptive management is an intentional approach to 
making decisions and adjustments in response to new  
information and changes in context (USAID, 2016).

•     Learning sites refers to technical assistance between  
researchers and health managers may build resilience, and 
this is achieved through researchers becoming embedded 
within the social networks surrounding and supporting  

health systems. Three learning sites were embedded in 
two different national contexts: in Kilifi County in Kenya, 
and in two health districts located in different provinces of  
South Africa. (Gilson et al., 2017).

A few principles are shared across these initiatives:

Locally driven technical assistance focused on developing 
local capacity. There is general acceptance that the only way 
technical assistance can create sustainable capacity is through 
ensuring that local problems are owned by and solved by  
local actors. Local actors are much more likely to have the 
motivation, credibility, knowledge, and networks to mobilise 
support, leverage relationships, and identify opportunities in  
politically astute ways, as compared to their external coun-
terparts (Andrews et al., 2012). Mobilising local support is  
not a straightforward task. Therefore, technical assistance pro-
viders need to ensure that the problems they address have a  
high level of salience to local actors.

Gilson’s research on learning sites concludes that health sys-
tem strengthening must pay closer attention to the software 
of health systems. Building resilience is not merely about  
equipping the system with more hardware and technology; it 
is also about developing people’s agency. As the author states: 
‘resilience specifically is nurtured by developing the inter-
nal organisational capacities needed to adjust to and learn  
from routine challenges and preserve or even improve health 
system functioning. The forms of health system strengthen-
ing must guard against undermining these capacities’ (Gilson  
et al., 2017). The learning site experience suggests that the  
long-term process of health system change requires being 
embedded in the context, understanding complex and long-term  
processes and challenges, and maintaining the balance between 
genuine strengthening and cosmetic support. Learning sites 
are based on collaboration between researchers and health 
managers: research is conducted with practitioners rather  
than about their practice. Research-practitioner partnerships 
are formed between groups rather than individuals; they are  
multi-layered, dynamic, and interdependent (RESYST, 2016).

Focus on addressing smaller problems. Two aspects require 
further consideration: focusing on problems instead of solu-
tions and focusing on small bets to learn from, iterate, and  
scale-up. Scholars have discussed the need to shift from  
solution-focused development programming to a problem-driven  
approach for a long time. However, the practice has been 
slow to follow through on this. As we speak, best prac-
tice solutions are implemented worldwide in response to  
COVID-19, with little recognition for the particularities of con-
text and understanding of the enabling conditions required 
for success. The problem is aggravated when the solutions  
are large reform programmes that capture many public resources. 
By contrast, entrepreneurship thinking suggests that many 
small bets are better than one large bet. Small bets make fail-
ure less costly and thus increase the degree of learning and  
innovation, and eventually, the effectiveness of the solutions.
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Diffusion, through positive deviance. Part of the theory of 
change for some of the aforementioned approaches – although  
sometimes not explicitly mentioned – is positive deviance. 
This rests on the premise that the contexts in which devel-
opment practitioners act are complex. For any given prob-
lem, someone in the community will have already identified a  
solution (Green, 2016). Learning from how the solutions 
were possible in the first place, and supporting their diffu-
sion within the system, makes a difference in development  
programmes. This is also the theory of change for some ‘pock-
ets of effectiveness literature’ (Hickey, 2019), although there 
is little evidence on their spill-over effects concerning the 
improvement of public sector performance outside the remits 
of the organisation these islands of high capacity (Roll, 2014).  
Organisations are much more likely to pursue gradual and 
incremental reform, by resolving specific problems, rather  
than reform by following a set blueprint.

Change as an adaptive and iterative process. At least two 
types of problems are to be solved with technical assistance: 
logistical, with clear, proven ways of working; and wicked, 
involving system-wide approaches (Andrews et al., 2015). For  
the second category, there is a growing recognition that reform 
pathways are not linear, or even technical, but deeply rooted 
in recipient countries’ political and social context. This has  
led to finding ways of working adaptively and flexibly. The 
core of these new methods of working is defining portfolio 
approaches to solve problems, and deliberate ways of testing, 
learning, and experimenting while supporting change (Cox &  
Norrington-Davies, 2019). The central assumption is that  
complex change programmes cannot rely on defining the entire 
journey to reform upfront. Instead, they require a clear definition 
of the destination and flexibility about the entry points to  
get to that destination.

Adaptive management is an umbrella concept for the adap-
tive approach to programme design and implementation, focus-
ing on learning and adapting to get things done. Its premise 
is that the change we are usually seeking in development is 
complicated and sometimes unpredictable, and in these condi-
tions, the decision-making process cannot be linear. It must be 
iterative. For example, starting a journey with a GPS naviga-
tor that does not update itself based on the encountered road  
conditions will not take you to your destination.

An adaptive management framework allows the programme 
implementers to draw on the relevant type of technical assist-
ance at critical points to push for change. In literature, this is  
usually referred to as having a portfolio approach. The  
government has a menu of options to choose from, and they 
may build towards the end goal by experimenting with what  
works. For example, many development projects work on a 
model whereby they use in-sourcing to advance on an essen-
tial task that they do not have the capacity for but need to be 
delivered quickly (the demand-driven capacity substitution).  
Then they use specific technical inputs to understand a  

public sector delivery problem (capacity supplementation), 
which will be solved by the inter-departmental working groups  
facilitated by an external adviser (capacity development).

Technical assistance providers as facilitators rather than 
doers. At the heart of the emerging lessons is a growing recog-
nition that a mix of approaches is required to solve complex 
problems. At the same time, if the wicked problem refers to  
budling capacity, evidence on adult learnings teach us that 
people skill up and change behaviours only when empow-
ered, when having the opportunity to apply the skills in their  
day-to-day jobs and when their context is conducive to a  
change in behaviours and practices.

Complementary to the thinking on how to do development dif-
ferently, other initiatives focused on improving the evidence  
base about what works in international development, including:

•    The World Bank’s Global Delivery Initiative is a plat-
form that aims to bring together knowledge of what  
works, and practitioners, to strengthen policy and  
programme delivery

•    J-PAL conducts randomised impact evaluations to  
answer critical questions in the fight against poverty.

•    3ie is an online repository of rigorous evidence on what 
works in international development, including evalu-
ations, synthesis of studies, systematic reviews across  
sectors. 

In recent years, various tools have been adapted for a system-
atic accumulation of knowledge about WHAT is being delivered  
and HOW is being delivered. Efforts to improve the knowl-
edge base about the results of adaptive programmes have  
increased. They have departed from purely case studies done 
by the implementing partner to more sophisticated monitoring  
and evaluation systems. At the same time, more dedication  
from development partners is needed to share knowledge 
from testing and recording the use of different tools and  
approaches (Pasanen & Barnett, 2019)

Closing remarks
In a subsequent article, the authors discuss the current policy 
options for governments in using technical assistance and the  
opportunities for change.
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This paper offers a useful summary of the dominant schools of thought on technical assistance 
and how they have changed over time. Joining the governance and health community 
perspectives is also an important contribution to the literature that we know. As such, we believe 
this paper should be approved. 
  
However, we would like to note that the nature of the paper necessarily overlooks some of the 
more nuanced aspects of capacity building in its different forms and locations. 
  
For example, while it’s reasonable to suggest that institutional reforms are complex adaptive 
problems and necessarily require adaptation, in general terms, in practice most reforms also 
incorporate aspects that are more logistical in nature, and may be more amenable to typical 
project-based approaches to technical assistance (as noted in the book Building State Capability). 
 
Moreover, the evidence that adaptive approaches consistently deliver better results in donor-
funded projects for capacity building is thin, which may be a reflection of the type of project that is 
suited to adaptive programming, the capacity of international organisations to work differently, or 
the fact that institutional reforms and capacity building are likely to have high failure rates in 
general. 
  
More generally, the narrative in the paper necessarily skips over more successful examples of 
longer-term capacity building (e.g. post-independence Botswana) and the role of incentives and 
quality in technical assistance providers. Given the aim to discuss both governance and health 
sector capacity building, the paper could also have drawn more extensively from the literature on 
efforts to connect the two disciplines in practice – i.e. to make institutional reforms more relevant 
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for service delivery results, and to ensure health capacity building also supports broader efforts to 
reform the state. 
  
These comments should not hold the paper back from being approved; rather they are an 
indication of why a thorough debate on the future of technical assistance and capacity building is 
warranted, and how general arguments might need to be nuanced.
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Rationale for the paper:
This paper brings together in a concise and accessible way the history of discussions on 
technical assistance and capacity building more broadly. This provides a helpful framing for 
a range of issues on the topic of technical assistance. The comparison of the broader 
governance debates with the literature on health systems strengthening is also a very 
important contribution. 
 

○

Framing and definitions:
There are some aspects of the narrative and framing which could be clearer. The paper’s 
definition of technical assistance is “knowledge-based technical assistance contracted by or 
provided to government to shape effective and inclusive policies, strengthening policy delivery, 
and building government capability.” This is very general, almost tautological, and does not 
mention the day-to-day practical reality of TA, e.g. training or the role of external 
consultants. 

○

Gates Open Research

 
Page 13 of 19

Gates Open Research 2021, 4:177 Last updated: 14 MAR 2022

https://doi.org/10.21956/gatesopenres.14418.r30095
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6444-969X


 
The introduction also suggests that the paper will consider technical assistance as including 
government-contracted support that is not provided or funded by external actors. But in 
fact, the content of the paper is mostly relevant to cases when external actors do play a role, 
so this broad framing does not seem to add much. And does the paper’s definition of TA 
include peer learning in the OECD or other fora, or South-South Cooperation? 
 

○

Broader issues that could be addressed:
The diversity of TA approaches and what has been learned about how these work, for 
different kinds of challenges and contexts. Most of the paper is about wicked problems, 
though it also cites more linear approaches, but does not refer back to the Building State 
Capabilities chapter on this. Second, there could be some more analysis of the experience 
with transitioning from gap filling to capacity building. Positive long-term examples include 
Mauritius and Botswana. 
 

○

Localising learning and building longer-term resilience. The article is excellent in 
highlighting the need for much better local problem definition of the issues to be solved. 
Further discussion could be added on what practical steps by external actors could support 
this. For example, external providers could be asked to adhere to a stronger code of 
conduct to avoid inappropriate TA provision. 
 

○

The practicalities of implementation. While thinking has moved significantly there has 
been an absence of change in the areas of evaluation and procurement, which therefore 
inhibit both the design and delivery of more innovative solutions. The portfolio approach 
mentioned could be one way to get around this. It would also be useful to have some 
examples of good TA programming in the health sector. 
 

○

Referencing and citation:
It would be most helpful for the authors to add further clarification on which parts of the 
paper are drawn from their extensive professional experience and which are drawn from 
the literature. 
 

○

It would also be helpful for the authors to set out the specific contribution of the paper and 
to distinguish what is new and different compared to other papers, for example, Cox and 
Norrington Davies (2019). 
 

○

Further sources that the authors may also want to consider include:
A governance practitioners notebook (OECD 2015).○

The seminal DFID publication which summarised thinking on TA: ‘Promoting 
Institutional and Organisational Development’ (2003).

○

Literature on capacity-building: Baser and Morgan (2008), Brinkerhoff and Morgan 
(2009), Hosono et al. (2011), Horton et al. (2010), Mallet et al. (2014), Morgan (2009).

○

Knack et al. (20201) on ‘How Does the World Bank Influence the Development Policy 
Priorities of Low-Income and Lower-Middle-Income Countries?’

○

Solter and Solter (20132) on ‘Providing technical assistance to ministries of health: 
lessons learned over 30 years’. 
 

○

○

Minor editing points:
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The grammatical error in the phrase “technical assistance is a policy options". 
 

○

P4: Mimicry is thought to be more prevalent in lower income country settings, but this is not 
really proven in any of the literature. For example, the UK is accused in a range of literature 
of implementing reforms that make little difference to overall organisational performance. 
 

○

P4-5: quite a few broad-brush statements without much indication of where these ideas 
came from: pressures on consultants, time to have impact, risks, frequency of changes to 
goals, etc. Are these the views of the authors or are they reflected in the broader literature 
surveyed? 
 

○

P6: the approaches listed arguably reflect two different camps: (a) the adaptive 
development agendas; (b) for want of a better term, the evidence agenda. This suggests 
either the Global Delivery Initiative needs to be described as an adaptive approach or listed 
along with other JPAL, IGC, ISS, etc.? 
 

○

P7: this sentence was not clear: “This is exacerbated in places where the legislature (i.e. 
politicians) cannot or does not fully rely on the executive to implement most of its policies”. 
 

○

An addendum: The impact of a changed world 
The impact of COVID-19 will have a significant impact both on how TA is delivered (particularly if it 
is based on international exchange) and also on the type of support that will be needed to equip 
organisations for the changed and changing realities around them. 
 
There is a danger that ‘capacity development’ is seen as a static concept based on the existing 
status quo and therefore is designed to address issues like improving service delivery across a 
Ministry, increasing efficiency or capacity. However given the uncertain, dynamic nature of the 
world we live in (now exacerbated by COVID-19), we need to help institutions/organisations and 
the individuals who are part of them to adapt to new and changing situations. Given COVID-19 has 
radically changed the world, we need to find a way to promote resilience and adaptive capability 
as well as developing capacity. 
 
Therefore, as well as changing the type of support that needs to be provided, the impact of the 
pandemic will accelerate the need to equip and support local actors. They increasingly need to be 
the ones to develop and use adaptive, politically-smart, incremental etc. practices if these are the 
most helpful for policy design and implementation. The lens of donor approaches has so far often 
been on how to make donor programmes more effective. But there will need to be a change of 
emphasis towards methods that genuinely support locally driven change, and ensure it is both 
embedded and creates a drive for ongoing reflection and adaptation. This will need to be built on 
the abilities of local actors to analyse local problems and to develop responses built on their own 
strengths and abilities. 
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Is the rationale for the Open Letter provided in sufficient detail?
Yes

Does the article adequately reference differing views and opinions?
Yes

Are all factual statements correct, and are statements and arguments made adequately 
supported by citations?
Partly

Is the Open Letter written in accessible language?
Yes

Where applicable, are recommendations and next steps explained clearly for others to 
follow?
Yes

Competing Interests: No competing interests were disclosed.

Reviewer Expertise: Researchers and practitioners on development practice.

We confirm that we have read this submission and believe that we have an appropriate level 
of expertise to confirm that it is of an acceptable scientific standard, however we have 
significant reservations, as outlined above.

Author Response 07 Sep 2021
Alexandra Nastase, Oxford Policy Management, Oxford, UK 

Thank you for taking the time to review our article and for all your thoughtful comments. 
We have now revised the document in line with the suggestions received. 
Please find below our responses: 
Rationale for the paper: We agree. Our intention was to provide a quick summary of the 
existing relevant literature on the topic. We chose this format of open letter as it allowed us 
to share our practical experience as well, which we considered relevant to cover practical 
aspects of designing and implementing technical assistance programmes.  
 
Framing and definitions:

We agree with your comment on the definition and we updated it in the current text. 
Also we linked this open letter to a complementary paper we have written about the 
implementation practicalities  and the opportunities for change.

○

We clarified the type of TA we will be referring to○

We included references to methods of delivery of TA, including training, South South 
cooperation etc.

○

Broader issues that could be addressed:
We agree that some of the references to types of problems were confusing. We tried ○
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to clarify this in the revised version. We also tried to give more nuance to the type of 
support needed – particularly in the complementary open letter on TA models
We added one small section on transition, with reference to strengthening 
institutions in Botswana and Mauritius in the complementary paper that is more 
forward looking.

○

Agree on the suggestions on further localizing aid. We have explored this topic 
further together with recommendations such as a code of conduct, more appropriate 
remuneration for local staff etc. (these are included both in this article and the 
complementary open letter)

○

Agree on the practicalities of implementation. We added some ideas in this 
complementary article:  https://gatesopenresearch.org/articles/4-180/v1

○

Referencing and citation:
We improved the referencing and citation, hopefully satisfactorily○

This open letter tried to summarise some of the challenges to set the scene for the 
open letter referring to policy options and opportunities for change. We have built on 
the existing literature, but referred to other elements such as the health sector TA, 
the references to system thinking, as well as referring to practical challenges within 
the 2005 Paris Declaration.

○

We have included all the suggested additional bibliography○

Editing:
We thank you for all the editing suggestions. We clarified the ideas in the current 
revised text and we modified where necessary.

○

The addendum:
We agree a comment was necessary on the potential changes arising from the 
COVID-19 pandemic. We considered this section to be appropriate for the 
complementary present an forward facing open letter.

○

 
We hope this responds satisfactorily to your comments and suggestions.  

Competing Interests: No competing interests were disclosed.
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This paper provides a useful overview of the development of technical assistance programming 
and the policy ideas that have dominated it, from the 1970s to the present day. The main focus of 
the paper is an account of the challenges faced by technical assistance and the literature on 
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‘isomorphic mimicry’ and the importance of flexible and adaptive practice that is primarily 
facilitative in nature. 
 
While it does not seek to address the challenges mounted by critical accounts of the challenges in 
‘capacity building’ under the conditions and power relations frequently present in technical 
assistance programming (and the difficulties in facilitating change under conditions of 
heterogenous interests and institutions), the key concepts and issues involved in the policy 
literature on this kind of technical assistance are capably reviewed, and the article identifies the 
key learning well. It is a perfectly serviceable review of the current state of the art on PDIA and 
complexity-driven adaptive programming in the field of technical assistance, without adding much 
and without addressing the critical literature (which it makes no claims to do).
 
Is the rationale for the Open Letter provided in sufficient detail?
Yes

Does the article adequately reference differing views and opinions?
Partly

Are all factual statements correct, and are statements and arguments made adequately 
supported by citations?
Yes

Is the Open Letter written in accessible language?
Yes

Where applicable, are recommendations and next steps explained clearly for others to 
follow?
Yes

Competing Interests: No competing interests were disclosed.

Reviewer Expertise: International development practice

I confirm that I have read this submission and believe that I have an appropriate level of 
expertise to confirm that it is of an acceptable scientific standard.

Author Response 07 Sep 2021
Alexandra Nastase, Oxford Policy Management, Oxford, UK 

Thank you for taking the time to review our article. We have now revised the document in 
line with the suggestions received. 
Please find below our responses:

We tried to incorporate more comments on the existing power structures that make 
change difficult, building on existing literature and our experiences.

○

We have also revised a complementary open letter that provides a framework to 
categorize the existing types of technical assistance and potential opportunities for 

○
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change.
This article can be accessed here: https://gatesopenresearch.org/articles/4-180/v1○

 
We hope this responds satisfactorily.  
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