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Overall review scores and what they mean

Strong achievement across the 
board. Stands out as an area of good 
practice where UK aid is making a 
significant positive contribution.

Unsatisfactory achievement in most 
areas, with some positive elements. 
An area where improvements 
are required for UK aid to make a 
positive contribution.

Satisfactory achievement in most 
areas, but partial achievement in 
others. An area where UK aid is 
making a positive contribution, but 
could do more.

Poor achievement across most 
areas, with urgent remedial action 
required in some. An area where 
UK aid is failing to make a positive 
contribution.
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Foreword
As ICAI transitions to a new team of commissioners, we have prepared an assessment of the state 
of UK aid and the challenges ahead for international development. Drawing together findings from 
our past four years of reviews, we assess the readiness of UK aid to respond to these challenges.

This analysis will help shape ICAI’s review programme for the next four years. We also hope that it 
will inform the government’s future plans and priorities for the aid portfolio, as well as providing a 
timely perspective for Parliament and taxpayers on the value of UK aid. 

Our reviews have highlighted major contributions by UK aid to global development challenges and 
the Sustainable Development Goals. For example, the UK has shown clear leadership on the ‘leave 
no one behind’ principle, in strengthening the international response to challenges such as Ebola 
and climate change, and in tackling violence against women and girls. At its best, UK aid continues 
to be world-leading.

But we have also found shortcomings. We criticised aid programmes for their failure to prioritise 
building sustainable public services, for inadequate monitoring and evaluation, and for lapses 
against the ‘do no harm’ principle in conflict zones. We highlighted weaknesses in DFID’s funding 
of civil society organisations and in its use of ‘payment by results’ for multilateral organisations. 

In recent years we have seen a dramatic scaling up of aid spending by a number of departments 
and cross-government funds – often before the necessary systems, processes and capabilities 
were in place. We devoted a series of reviews to ensuring that proper aid management practices 
were observed, and this will continue to be a focus.

One of the most rewarding parts of our work comes when we revisited problem areas, to assess 
action on our recommendations. We have found progress in a wide range of areas, and many 
examples of our reviews touching off wider learning processes. This underlines the importance of 
robust and independent scrutiny and accountability. 

But we aren’t complacent. Like UK aid itself, we are constantly trying to improve the impact of our 
work. Innovations include the introduction of unscored ‘rapid reviews’, to provide early feedback 
on emerging challenges. We have also conducted an online public consultation, to help focus our 
work in the coming four years on issues that resonate with the general public and stakeholders in 
the aid sector. 

As we say farewell to our retiring commissioners, Tina Fahm and Richard Gledhill, and to the 
previous chief commissioner, Alison Evans, who left ICAI to take over the Independent Evaluation 
Group in the World Bank Group in December, we welcome two new commissioners, Sir Hugh 
Bayley and Tarek Rouchdy. The important work of independent scrutiny continues.

Tamsyn Barton
Chief commissioner 

Tina Fahm
Commissioner 

Richard Gledhill
Commissioner 
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1 Introduction
1.1 Over the period from 2015 to 2019, ICAI has accumulated a rich body of findings on the performance of 

UK aid. We have produced 28 reviews, four annual follow-up reports and a number of other products 
(see Table 1). As ICAI hands over to a new team of commissioners, this report draws out key findings 
and themes from across this body of work, exploring how well UK aid has delivered in its main areas of 
activity.

1.2 The 2015-19 period has been a dynamic one for UK aid. The Sustainable Development Goals have 
reshaped the global development agenda. The UK has mounted its largest ever humanitarian operation 
in response to the Syria crisis, and UK aid has responded to a range of other global challenges, from 
Ebola to the growing threat of climate change. Within the UK, more departments have taken on a 
role in spending aid, as the aid programme has become more integrated into the UK’s machinery for 
external engagement.

1.3 Looking ahead, UK aid will continue to evolve rapidly, in response to a dynamic global context and 
new UK priorities. The government has pledged to put development “at the heart of our international 
agenda”, while making sure that the aid programme serves to enhance the UK’s global influence and 
interests.1 This review explores how well equipped the aid programme is to respond to the challenges 
ahead, and the opportunities and risks associated with the changing functions of UK aid. As well as 
being of interest to policymakers and other stakeholders, this assessment will inform ICAI’s future 
selection of reviews.

1.4 In preparing this report, we have:

• synthesised findings from selected reports and annual follow ups in the 2015-19 period

• reviewed literature and data on current trends in international development

• explored the results of UK government strategic planning processes that affect the aid 
programme

• drawn on the results of an online public consultation on ICAI review topics and products

• consulted with stakeholders from government, academia, the think tank community and civil 
society, including through four round tables.

1.5 The report is structured as follows: Chapter 2 surveys the changing global development context and 
looks at changes in the policy and institutional architecture of UK aid. Chapter 3 presents the results of 
our synthesis of ICAI’s 2015-19 reviews under five themes: leaving no one behind, jobs and economic 
transformation, conflict and crisis, global threats, and the changing profile of UK aid. Chapter 4 
summarises the results of our public consultation, while the final chapter draws out key themes and 
issues for ICAI’s future work.

1. Prime Minister’s speech in Cape Town, 28 August 2018, link.

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pms-speech-in-cape-town-28-august-2018
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Table 1: Selected ICAI reviews and other products, 2015-19

Review topic Review type Score

DFID’s efforts to eliminate violence against women and girls (2016) Learning

Assessing DFID’s results in water, sanitation and hygiene (2016) Impact

DFID’s approach to managing fiduciary risk in conflict-affected environments 
(2016)

Performance

UK aid’s contribution to tackling tax avoidance and evasion (2016) Learning

When aid relationships change: DFID’s approach to managing exit and transition 
in its development partnerships

Performance

Accessing, staying and succeeding in basic education: UK aid’s support to 
marginalised girls (2016)

Performance

The effects of DFID’s cash transfer programmes on poverty and vulnerability 
(2017)

Impact

The cross-government Prosperity Fund (2017) Rapid
Not 

scored

The UK’s aid response to irregular migration in the central Mediterranean (2017) Rapid
Not 

scored

UK aid in a conflict-affected country: Reducing conflict and fragility in Somalia 
(2017)

Performance

DFID’s approach to supporting inclusive growth in Africa (2017) Learning

The Global Challenges Research Fund (2017) Rapid
Not 

scored

Achieving value for money through procurement 
Part 1: DFID’s approach to its supplier market (2017)

Performance

The UK aid response to global health threats (2018) Learning

DFID’s approach to value for money in programme and portfolio management 
(2018)

Performance

Building resilience to natural disasters (2018) Performance

The Conflict, Stability and Security Fund’s aid spending (2018) Performance

DFID’s approach to disability in development (2018) Rapid
Not 

scored

The UK’s humanitarian support to Syria (2018) Performance

GREEN/
AMBER

AMBER/
RED

GREEN

GREEN/
AMBER

AMBER/
RED

AMBER/
RED

GREEN/
AMBER

GREEN/
AMBER

GREEN/
AMBER

GREEN/
AMBER

GREEN/
AMBER

AMBER/
RED

GREEN/
AMBER

GREEN/
AMBER

GREEN/
AMBER

https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/vawg/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/wash/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/fiduciary-risk/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/fiduciary-risk/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/tax/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/transition/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/transition/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/marginalised-girls/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/marginalised-girls/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/cash-transfers/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/cash-transfers/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/prosperity-fund/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/uks-aid-response-irregular-migration-central-mediterranean/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/somalia/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/somalia/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/inclusive-growth/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/gcrf/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/achieving-value-money-procurement-part-1-dfids-approach-supplier-market/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/achieving-value-money-procurement-part-1-dfids-approach-supplier-market/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/global-health-threats/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/value-for-money/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/value-for-money/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/resilience/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/cssf/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/disability/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/syria/
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Review topic Review type Score

DFID’s governance work in Nepal and Uganda (2018) Performance

Achieving value for money through procurement 
Part 2: DFID’s approach to value for money through tendering and contract 
management (2018)

Performance

DFID’s transport and urban infrastructure investments (2018) Performance

DFID’s contribution to improving maternal health (2018) Impact

The UK’s approach to funding the UN humanitarian system (2018) Performance

International climate finance: UK aid for low-carbon development (2019) Performance

CDC’s investments in low-income and fragile states (2019) Performance

DFID’s partnerships with civil society organisations (2019) Performance

The Newton Fund (2019) Performance

Four annual follow-up reviews, 2016-19 Follow-up
Not 

scored

UK aid in a changing world: implications for ICAI (2016)
Information 

Note
Not 

scored

The 2015 ODA allocation process (2015)
Information 

Note
Not 

scored

An information note for the International Development Committee’s inquiry 
into the definition and administration of official development assistance (2018)

Information 
Note

Not 
scored

GREEN/
AMBER

GREEN/
AMBER

GREEN/
AMBER

AMBER/
RED

GREEN/
AMBER

GREEN/
AMBER

AMBER/
RED

AMBER/
RED

AMBER/
RED

https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/governance/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/procurement2/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/procurement2/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/procurement2/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/infrastructure/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/maternal-health/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/humanitarian-reform/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/international-climate-finance/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/cdc/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/csos/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/newton-fund/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/?s=follow+up
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ficai.independent.gov.uk%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2FUK-aid-in-a-changing-world-Implications-for-ICAI.pdf&data=02%7C01%7CC-Yocheva%40icai.independent.gov.uk%7Cbd1ed13944bd48a1316c08d6ef29228a%7Ccdf709af1a184c74bd936d14a64d73b3%7C0%7C0%7C636959357279025135&sdata=kExqXn8%2B6hd2zPv0CwouaQe%2FjSo8Kk9Xp3h6XV%2FuG3w%3D&reserved=0
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.parliament.uk%2Fdocuments%2Fcommons-committees%2Finternational-development%2FICAI-Memo-ODA-allocation-process.pdf&data=02%7C01%7CC-Yocheva%40icai.independent.gov.uk%7Cbd1ed13944bd48a1316c08d6ef29228a%7Ccdf709af1a184c74bd936d14a64d73b3%7C0%7C0%7C636959357279025135&sdata=QqAJq4MO%2BoEmNjSx%2Fav%2FMLG1a9JQrtSDiNjX3fk2wpE%3D&reserved=0
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fdata.parliament.uk%2Fwrittenevidence%2Fcommitteeevidence.svc%2Fevidencedocument%2Finternational-development-committee%2Fdefinition-and-administration-of-oda%2Fwritten%2F77347.html&data=02%7C01%7CC-Yocheva%40icai.independent.gov.uk%7Cbd1ed13944bd48a1316c08d6ef29228a%7Ccdf709af1a184c74bd936d14a64d73b3%7C0%7C0%7C636959357279035126&sdata=GVvO2LuUY4t9gEx%2Bn0MdfoWC28sMUrQdz4%2FRinCMi5c%3D&reserved=0
https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fdata.parliament.uk%2Fwrittenevidence%2Fcommitteeevidence.svc%2Fevidencedocument%2Finternational-development-committee%2Fdefinition-and-administration-of-oda%2Fwritten%2F77347.html&data=02%7C01%7CC-Yocheva%40icai.independent.gov.uk%7Cbd1ed13944bd48a1316c08d6ef29228a%7Ccdf709af1a184c74bd936d14a64d73b3%7C0%7C0%7C636959357279035126&sdata=GVvO2LuUY4t9gEx%2Bn0MdfoWC28sMUrQdz4%2FRinCMi5c%3D&reserved=0
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2  The global and UK development contexts
2.1 In this chapter, we explore challenges in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030, 

in the face of rapid changes in the global context. We draw on a range of horizon-scanning by other 
authors, distilled here into a number of key challenges for UK aid to respond to in the coming years.

Global poverty reduction is slowing

2.2 The last few decades have seen dramatic falls in global poverty, with more than a billion people lifted 
out of poverty since 1990.2 There are now estimated to be around 650 million people, or 8.6% of the 
world’s population, living in extreme poverty in 2015 – down from 1.85 billion in 1990.3

2.3 However, progress towards the SDG pledge of zero extreme poverty by 2030 has slowed. Only 20 
million people are forecast to exit poverty in 2019 – well short of the rate of progress required to 
achieve zero poverty.4 The absolute number of people living in extreme poverty is still rising in 14 
countries (see Figure 2),5 as a result of high population growth.

2.4 The reductions in extreme poverty have left large numbers living only just above the poverty line.6 
Around 1.6 billion live in ‘multidimensional poverty’, without adequate access to basic services, 
and many are vulnerable to falling back into extreme poverty as a result of shocks such as medical 
emergencies, food price rises or extreme weather.7

2.5 Looking towards the ‘last mile’ of delivering the SDG poverty target, the nature of the challenge will 
be qualitatively different. The poverty that remains is deeper, with more people living further below 
the poverty line and in circumstances that make them harder to reach.8 As poverty rates in Asia fall, 
extreme poverty is increasingly concentrated in sub-Saharan Africa. Of 26 countries with more than 
40% of the population below the poverty line, all but two (Haiti and Bangladesh) are in Africa.9 By 2030, 
Africa will account for 87% of the world’s extreme poor.10

2.6 There are also substantial numbers of poor people living in middle-income countries that have yet to 
experience the benefits of economic growth.11 Inequality, exclusion and marginalisation are emerging 
as key challenges, calling for more focus on inclusive patterns of growth.

2.7 Poverty is increasingly linked to conflict and governance failures. In 2015, 513 million people in extreme 
poverty were living in fragile contexts. This number is expected to rise to 620 million people by 2030, 
accounting for 80% of the world’s poor.12 The accelerating impacts of climate change will also be a 
major influence on global poverty, with the potential to push large numbers of vulnerable people back 
into poverty.13

2. In this report, ‘extreme poverty’ refers to the World Bank’s international poverty line of $1.90 per day, adjusted to reflect differences in purchasing power across 
countries. An explanation of how poverty lines are derived and used can be found on the World Bank’s website: Poverty Data Knowledge Base, accessed 21 May 
2019, link.

3. Decline of Global Extreme Poverty Continues but Has Slowed, World Bank press release, 19 September 2018, link.
4. Rethinking global poverty reduction in 2019, Kharas, H et al, Brookings, 13 December 2018, link.
5. Belize, Burundi, Chad, Congo, DRC, Guinea, Madagascar, Malawi, Nigeria, South Africa, South Sudan, Sudan, Venezuela and Zambia: World Poverty Clock, link.   
6. Trends in poverty and inequality and further clustering of developing countries: Challenges and opportunities for development policy, Shepherd, A et al, 

European Commission Report, 2017, p. 18, link.
7. 2017 HLPF Thematic Review of SDG 1: End Poverty in All its Forms Everywhere, High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development, pp. 2-3, link.
8. 2017 HLPF Thematic Review of SDG 1: End Poverty in All its Forms Everywhere, note 7, p. 2, link.
9. Economic Growth and Poverty Reduction in a Rapidly Changing World, Pérez de la Fuente, B, European Commission, 2016, p. 6, link.
10. Poverty and Shared Prosperity 2018: Piecing together the poverty puzzle, World Bank, 2018, p. 15, link.
11. Poverty and Shared Prosperity 2018: Piecing together the poverty puzzle, World Bank, 2018, p. 81, link.
12. States of Fragility 2018, OECD, 2018, p. 6, link.
13. Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5ºC, IPCC, 2018, link.

https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/topics/21164-poverty-data
http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2018/09/19/decline-of-global-extreme-poverty-continues-but-has-slowed-world-bank
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/future-development/2018/12/13/rethinking-global-poverty-reduction-in-2019/
https://worldpoverty.io/
https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/cadb55dc-1139-11e8-9253-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/14379SDG1format-final_OD.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/14379SDG1format-final_OD.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/eb019_en_2.pdf
http://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/poverty-and-shared-prosperity
http://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/poverty-and-shared-prosperity
https://www.oecd.org/dac/conflict-fragility-resilience/docs/OECD Highlights documents_web.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
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Figure 1: Regional distribution of extreme poverty, with projections to 2030
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Economic growth is not delivering enough jobs in the poorest countries

2.8 The SDGs recognise that eradicating extreme poverty by 2030 will require high, sustained and inclusive 
economic growth. In particular, more and better-paid jobs will be an essential element in lifting people 
out of poverty at scale. 

2.9 In recent decades, global trade has been an engine of poverty reduction, creating millions of 
manufacturing jobs in China and other countries. This pattern may not be replicable in Africa. Africa 
has enjoyed strong economic growth over the past two decades, linked to widespread improvements 
in economic management, high global demand for its natural resources and a growing middle-class 
consumer market.14 However, growth has been concentrated in a few sectors and geographical areas, 
and has not translated into job creation at anything like the scale seen in Asia. Manufacturing has in fact 
declined as a share of output and employment.15 Given the signs of a slowdown in the globalisation of 
trade, it is unlikely that Africa will replace East Asia as the workshop of global manufacturing.

2.10 Africa’s potential may instead lie in ‘industries without smokestacks’,16 including agricultural industries 
and services such as tourism, telecommunications and computing. African countries, which include 
some of the world’s fastest growing,17 are demonstrating their potential for horticultural exports and a 
nascent IT sector. While there are still formidable barriers to overcome, including deep infrastructure 
deficits, skills gaps and persistent governance problems, there are also grounds for optimism over the 
long term.

2.11 In the short term, however, Africa faces a race against time. With the highest population growth of any 
continent, 28 countries will see their populations double between 2015 and 2050.18 With over 90 million 
labour market entrants over the next decade, African economies will need to create 18 million new 
jobs per year.19 At present, they are creating just 3.7 million. This is a matter of acute concern to African 
policymakers, who fear that youth unemployment will become a driver of social and political instability.

Conflict and crises are drivers of global poverty

2.12 Around the world, 1.8 billion people live in conflict-affected places and this number is projected to 
grow to 2.3 billion by 2030, including 80% of the world’s poorest.20 Climate change will exacerbate 
conflict, as water resources and arable land become scarcer.

2.13 Conflict and extreme poverty are mutually reinforcing. Conflict disrupts public services, suppresses 
trade and investment, weakens institutions and degrades human and physical capital. The effects spill 
across national borders, creating regional conflict traps that are difficult for individual countries to 
escape. From Yemen to northern Nigeria, an ‘arc of instability’ has emerged, causing famine and mass 
displacement.21

2.14 Refugees are a growing burden for developing countries. In 2017, there were 20 million refugees 
around the world – the largest number since the end of the Cold War. This burden falls principally upon 
developing countries, many of which are also fragile. The world’s top ten refugee-hosting countries 
include Pakistan (1.3 million), Iran (979,000), Uganda (940,000), Ethiopia (791,000), the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo and Kenya (451,000 each).22

14. What’s driving Africa’s growth?, Leke, A et al, McKinsey, link.
15. ‘Can Africa Industrialise?’, Page, J, Journal of African Economies, vol. 21, AERC Supplement 2, pp. ii86-ii125, at p. ii95, link.
16. Foresight Africa: Top Priorities for the Continent in 2018, Africa Growth Initiative, 2018, p. 66, link.
17. Six of the world’s 15 fastest growing economies are in Africa: Ethiopia, Rwanda, Côte d’Ivoire, Tanzania, Senegal and Ghana. The World’s Fastest Growing 

Economies, Focus Economics blog, 19 March 2019, link.
18. Africa’s opportunity: Reaping the early harvest of the demographic transition and ensuring no one is left behind, Samman, E and Watkins, K, ODI, 2017, p. 11, link. 
19. Regional Economic Outlook: Sub-Saharan Africa – Navigating Headwinds, IMF, April 2015, p. 25, link.
20. States of Fragility 2018, OECD, 2018, p. 6, link.
21. The Four Famines: The Alarm Bells Are Ringing, But Who Is Listening?, Flowers, K, CSIS, 6 September 2017, link.
22. States of Fragility 2018, OECD, 2018, p. 8, link.

https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/middle-east-and-africa/whats-driving-africas-growth
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.869.2946&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/multi-chapter-report/foresight-africa-top-priorities-for-the-continent-in-2018/
https://www.focus-economics.com/blog/fastest-growing-economies-in-the-world
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/11812.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=3&ved=2ahUKEwicnKnq8eXhAhUFu3EKHcC2DiQQFjACegQICRAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.imf.org%2F~%2Fmedia%2FWebsites%2FIMF%2Fimported-flagship-issues%2Fexternal%2Fpubs%2Fft%2Freo%2F2015%2Fafr%2Feng%2Fpdf%2F_sreo0415pdf.ashx&usg=AOvVaw07koLywUbi7WSJ4n4kwIVJ
https://www.oecd.org/dac/conflict-fragility-resilience/docs/OECD Highlights documents_web.pdf
https://www.csis.org/analysis/four-famines-alarm-bells-are-ringing-who-listening
https://www.oecd.org/dac/conflict-fragility-resilience/docs/OECD Highlights documents_web.pdf
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2.15 As a result of major crises in Syria, Yemen, Iraq and South Sudan, global humanitarian need absorbs 
a growing proportion of global aid (see Figure 4). Three-quarters goes to countries in protracted 
crises, and humanitarian support for these countries is growing faster than development aid. There is 
consensus on the need to rebalance resources from repeated emergency response towards addressing 
the long-term drivers of conflict and fragility,23 but the practical challenges in doing so have proved 
considerable.

Figure 3: Fragile states index 2019

Source: Fragility in the world 2019, The Fund for Peace, 2019, link.

The Fragile States Index is an annual ranking of 178 countries based on the range and severity of pressures they 
face that impact on their level of fragility. Countries are ranked in order, based on an aggregate of 12 indicators, 
measures and long-term trends. The colours in the map indicate each country’s position in the ranking, in 12 bands.

Figure 4: Trends in global humanitarian expenditure, 2007 to 2017
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Humanitarian assistance increased sharply from 2013 and continues to account for a 
growing proportion of global aid flows.

Source: OECD aid statistics, link.

23. Changing People’s Lives: From Delivering Aid to Ending Need, World Humanitarian Summit, Istanbul, May 2016, link. 

https://fragilestatesindex.org/
https://data.oecd.org/oda/net-oda.htm
https://www.agendaforhumanity.org/sites/default/files/resources/2017/Jul/CHANGING_PEOPLE’S_LIVES-FROM_DELIVERING_AID_TO_ENDING_NEED.pdf
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Global threats are consuming a growing share of aid resources

2.16 A key role for development assistance is tackling challenges that present risks for both developing and 
donor countries – from climate change to global health threats, violent extremism, crime and illicit 
financial flows.

2.17 The International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5ºC24 warns of 
the dire consequences of climate change for developing countries. A global temperature rise of 1.5ºC 
(which, according to the IPCC, is not inevitable but increasingly likely) will:

• push 122 million more people into extreme poverty

• reduce crop yields and undermine food security, increasing food prices by 12% and stunting by 
23%

• reduce access to clean water, affecting livelihoods and increasing health threats from diarrhoea 
and other water-borne diseases

• increase the risk of vector-borne diseases, such as dengue and malaria, for 150 million people

• intensify heatwaves, droughts, tropical storms and coastal flooding, with disproportionate impact 
on the poorest communities.25

2.18 Climate change is a multiplier of other development challenges, slowing economic growth and 
increasing conflict and fragility. It also magnifies risk and uncertainty. In 2017, 39 million people in 
23 countries experienced food insecurity as a result of climate-related disasters.26 The impact of 
biodiversity loss on human food chains is likely to be severe.

2.19 Developed countries have agreed to provide $100 billion annually by 2020, from both public and 
private sources, to support climate action in developing countries,27 although the financing needs are 
likely to be much higher.28 While climate finance flows are difficult to measure, the latest estimates are 
well short of that commitment, and the access of many of the poorest countries to climate finance is 
limited by fragility and capacity constraints.29 

2.20 The 2014-16 Ebola outbreak in West Africa exposed serious shortcomings in both national health 
systems and international systems for detecting and responding to pandemic disease.30 Increased 
population densities increase the risk of epidemics, with zoonotic diseases (those that cross species, 
like bird or swine flu) being a particular threat.31 The Chief Medical Officer for England, Sally Davies, has 
suggested that antimicrobial resistance poses as serious a global threat as climate change.32

2.21 In the security field, the number of global terrorist attacks increased sharply from 2008 and peaked in 
2014, with the highest concentration in the Middle East and North Africa.33 Terrorism is likely to remain 
an ongoing threat, with unemployed young people potentially prone to radicalisation.34  

2.22 Serious organised crime and illicit trade – including in drugs, firearms, wildlife and people – have 
widespread impacts on both source and destination countries, linked both to poor economic 
outcomes and to conflict risk.35 Outflows of funds from corruption, tax evasion, trade fraud and 
organised crime are estimated to cost Africa some $50 billion a year – roughly twice the amount that it 
receives in aid36 – leading to calls for better regulation of the international financial system.37

24. Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5ºC, IPCC, 2018, link.
25. Sources: Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5ºC, IPCC, 2018, link; Shock Waves: Managing the Impacts of Climate Change on Poverty, World Bank, 2016, link; 

Managing the Impacts of Climate Change on Poverty, Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery, 2015, link.
26. Global Risk Report, World Economic Forum, 2019, p. 27, link.
27. United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, United Nations, Conference of the Parties, 15th session, Copenhagen, December 2009, p. 3, link.
28. Creating Markets for Climate Business: An IFC Climate Investment Opportunities Report, International Finance Corporation, 2017, link.
29. 2018 Biennial Assessment and Overview of Climate Finance Flows: Technical Report, UNFCCC Standing Committee on Finance, 2018, pp. 54 and 86, link.
30. The UK aid response to global health threats, ICAI, January 2018, link.
31. ‘Prediction and prevention of the next pandemic zoonosis’, Morse, S et al, The Lancet, 2012, vol. 380, pp. 1956-65, link.
32. Annual Report of the Chief Medical Officer – Vol. 2, 2011: Infections and the rise of antimicrobial resistance, 2011, p. 16, link.
33. Global Terrorism Index 2018, Institute for Economics and Peace, November 2018, p. 2, link.
34. Global Strategic Trends: The Future Starts Today, Ministry of Defence, sixth edition, 2018, link. 
35. The Crime-Development Paradox: Organised crime and the SDGs, Enact, February 2018, link; Organized Crime and Development: Challenges and Policy Options 

in West Africa’s Fragile States, Vorrath, J, Germany Institute for International and Security Affairs, December 2015, link.
36. New project to measure illicit financial flows in Africa, UNCTAD, March 2018, link.
37. Coherent policies for combatting Illicit Financial Flows, UNODC, Issue Brief, July 2016, link.

https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
https://www.gfdrr.org/sites/default/files/publication/Shock_Waves.pdf
https://www.gfdrr.org/en/feature-story/managing-impacts-climate-change-poverty
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Global_Risks_Report_2019.pdf
https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2009/cop15/eng/l07.pdf
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/974eedcb-f3d9-4806-b32e-73720e6f4ca7/IFC-Climate_Investment_Opportunity_Creating_Markets.pdf?MOD=AJPERES
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/2018 BA Technical Report Final Feb 2019.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/GHT-review_final.pdf
https://www.ecohealthalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Morse-et-al-2012-Prediction-and-prevention-of-the-next-pandemic-zoonosis.pdf
http://media.dh.gov.uk/network/357/files/2013/03/CMO-Annual-Report-Volume-2-20111.pdf
http://visionofhumanity.org/app/uploads/2018/12/Global-Terrorism-Index-2018-1.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/771309/Global_Strategic_Trends_-_The_Future_Starts_Today.pdf
https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/ENACT-Continental-Report-02-14Feb1145.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/research_papers/2015RP09_vrr.pdf
https://unctad.org/en/pages/newsdetails.aspx?OriginalVersionID=1688.
https://www.un.org/esa/ffd/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Coherent-policies-for-combatting-Illicit-Financial-Flows_UNODC-OECD_IATF-Issue-Brief.pdf
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The geopolitical context is becoming more challenging

2.23 The changing global balance of power is challenging the rules of the global economic order, from 
global trading systems to the governance of multilateral institutions. By 2030, China is likely to be the 
world’s largest economy,38 with growing capacity to set global rules. Its success at generating economic 
growth without liberal democracy presents a challenge to the development orthodoxy promoted by 
the UK and other OECD donors.39 China is also an important alternative source of development finance, 
having recently pledged $60 billion in support for Africa.40 Its trillion-dollar ‘Belt and Road’ programme 
promises improved infrastructure connections for two-thirds of the world’s population,41 but has also 
prompted concerns in light of rising debt in developing countries.42

2.24 Some commentators fear that democratisation around the world may have stalled or even gone into 
reverse.43 While the majority of countries hold regular elections, democracy is under threat from rising 
authoritarianism, populism, the effects of social media and, in some regions, hostile state action.44 In 
more than half of DFID’s priority countries, governments have restricted the space for civil society to 
organise and operate.45

The role of development finance is changing – and not 
necessarily to the benefit of the poorest countries

2.25 The scale of investment needed to achieve the SDGs and 
the Paris climate agreement far exceeds global aid flows. 
Developing countries will need to draw on other sources of 
finance, including domestic revenues and private investment. 
The donor community has therefore recognised that a key role 
for official development assistance (ODA) is to mobilise other 
development finance, working in partnership with the private 
sector.46

2.26 However, the ‘billions to trillions’ narrative,47 as it has become 
known, has yet to materialise for poor countries. While the 
UK and other donors have agreed to double their support for 
domestic resource mobilisation,48 35 low-income countries still 
collect less than 15% of GDP in taxes, making it impossible to 
finance basic services for their populations.49 

2.27 ODA has not yet demonstrated an ability to mobilise private 
investment at anything like the scale required. Recent research 
suggests that each $1 in blended finance from multilateral 
development banks and development finance institutions 
mobilises $0.75 across all developing countries, and just $0.37 
in low-income countries. Estimates of the volume of private 
finance leveraged through ODA range between $3.3 billion and 
$27 billion per annum.50 Even the higher estimate adds less than 
20% to current global ODA flows of $146 billion.51

$144 billion

$2,500 billion

Total ODA 
spend in 2017

Estimated SDG 
financing gap 

per year for 
developing 
countries

Sustainable Development 
Goal financing needs far 
outstrip ODA.

Source: World Investment Report 2014, 
UNCTAD, p. 140, link.

38. Staff Report for the 2018 Article IV Consultation, IMF, June 2018, p. 1, link.
39. ‘New donors and old practices: the role of China in the multilateral system’, De Haan, A and Warmerdam, W, in Multilateral Development Cooperation in a 

Changing Global Order, De Haan, A and Warmerdam, W, Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2013, p. 215, link.
40. ‘China pledges $60 billion in aid and loans to Africa, no “political conditions attached”’, The Washington Post, 3 September 2018, link.
41. Three Opportunities and Three Risks of the Belt and Road Initiative, World Bank, 2018, link.
42. Debt Vulnerabilities in IDA Countries, World Bank, October 2018, link.
43. Freedom in the World 2019, Freedom House, link.
44. Global Risk Report, World Economic Forum, 2019, link; Countering Russia’s Hybrid Threats: An Update, NATO Parliamentary Assembly, March 2018, link.
45. DFID’s partnerships with civil society organisations, ICAI, April 2019, pp. 11-12, link.
46. Addis Ababa Action Agenda, United Nations, Third International Conference on Financing for Development, July 2015, link.
47. From Billions to Trillions: Transforming Development Finance, World Bank and IMF, April 2015, link.
48. Financing for Development Conference: The Addis Tax Initiative – Declaration, July 2015, link.
49. Domestic Resource Mobilization, World Bank, 2018, link.
50. Blended finance in the poorest countries: The need for a better approach, Overseas Development Institute, 2019, pp. 14-15, link.
51. Development aid stable in 2017 with more sent to the poorest countries, OECD, April 2018, link.

https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/wir2014_en.pdf
https://www.imf.org/~/media/Files/Publications/CR/2018/cr18240.ashx
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/9781137297761_10
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/china-pledges-60-billion-in-aid-and-loans-to-africa-no-strings-attached/2018/09/03/a446af2a-af88-11e8-a810-4d6b627c3d5d_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.3a2d1678b604
https://blogs.worldbank.org/trade/three-opportunities-and-three-risks-belt-and-road-initiative
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/896041540087366658/pdf/debt-vulnerabilities-in-ida-countries-10042018-636756697620872725.pdf
https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/Feb2019_FH_FITW_2019_Report_ForWeb-compressed.pdf
https://www.nato-pa.int/download-file?filename=sites/default/files/2018-04/2018%20-%20COUNTERING%20RUSSIA%27S%20HYBRID%20THREATS%20-%20DRAFT%20SPRING%20REPORT%20JOPLING%20-%20061%20CDS%2018%20E.pdf
https://www.nato-pa.int/download-file?filename=sites/default/files/2018-04/2018%20-%20COUNTERING%20RUSSIA%27S%20HYBRID%20THREATS%20-%20DRAFT%20SPRING%20REPORT%20JOPLING%20-%20061%20CDS%2018%20E.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/DFIDs-partnerships-with-civil-society-organisations.pdf
http://daccess-ods.un.org/access.nsf/GetFile?OpenAgent&DS=A/CONF.227/L.1&Lang=E&Type=DOC
https://siteresources.worldbank.org/DEVCOMMINT/Documentation/23659446/DC2015-0002(E)FinancingforDevelopment.pdf
https://www.addistaxinitiative.net/documents/Addis-Tax-Initiative_Declaration_EN.pdf
http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/governance/brief/domestic-resource-mobilization
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/12666.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/development/development-aid-stable-in-2017-with-more-sent-to-poorest-countries.htm
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2.28 So while it is undoubtedly true that all sources of development finance will be needed to achieve 
the SDGs, the ‘billions to trillions’ narrative risks leaving the poorest countries behind. They remain 
significantly underfunded, relative to the depth of their poverty challenge,52 which is a major barrier to 
the global achievement of the SDGs. 

The changing nature of UK aid

2.29 The role and function of UK aid is evolving, as the aid programme becomes increasingly integrated with 
the UK’s other tools for external engagement and influence. 

2.30 The UK is the only major economy to meet the UN target of spending 0.7% of gross national income on 
aid.53 In the lead-up to Brexit, the government sees a large aid programme as enhancing Britain’s global 
status and influence as a ‘development superpower’.54

2.31 The government is determined to use this status to promote the UK’s national interests. The November 
2015 aid strategy announced a restructuring of the aid budget to ensure that it tackles global challenges 
that also threaten the UK. It argued that the objectives of reducing poverty, addressing global 
challenges and serving the national interest were “inextricably linked”.55 The 2015 National Security 
Strategy and Strategic Defence and Security Review also commits DFID to spending at least half of its 
budget in fragile states and regions.56

2.32 The 2018 National Security Capability Review introduced a more explicit focus on using aid to enhance 
mutual prosperity by building the foundations for UK trade and commercial opportunities in trading 
partners of the future.57 It also introduced the ‘Fusion Doctrine’, which specifies that the government 
would use its national security, economic and influencing levers in a coordinated way, in pursuit of 
shared objectives.58

2.33 One immediate impact of these shifts in priorities was a change in the spending profile of UK aid. In 
2014, DFID spent 86% of UK ODA. By 2018, this had fallen to 75% – although DFID’s budget continued 
to rise in absolute terms.59 There was a rapid scale-up in aid spending by a number of departments, 
including:

• the Department of Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS), which is responsible for a 
substantial share of UK international climate finance and ODA-funded research and innovation 
programming (£849 million, or 5.8% of UK ODA)

• the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO), which manages a series of strategic and bilateral 
programmes and contributions to the British Council, the BBC World Service and multilateral 
organisations; a share of the FCO’s ‘frontline diplomatic activity’ is also charged to the aid budget 
(£633 million, or 4.4% of UK ODA)

• the Home Office, which contributes to first-year refugee support costs and runs a number of 
programmes on modern slavery and migration (£329 million, or 2.3% of UK ODA)

• the Department for Health and Social Care, which runs programmes on antimicrobial resistance, 
health security and other global health issues (£195 million, or 1.3% of UK ODA).60

52. Financing the end of extreme poverty, Manuel, M et al, ODI, 2018, p. 7, link.
53. Development aid stable in 2017 with more sent to the poorest countries, OECD, April 2018, link.
54. The Great Partnership: Delivering Global, International Development Secretary Penny Mordaunt, speech at the Chatham House London Conference 2018, 21 

June 2018, link.
55. UK aid: tackling global challenges in the national interest, DFID and HM Treasury, November 2015, pp. 3-4, link.
56. National Security Strategy and Strategic Defence and Security Review 2015: A Secure and Prosperous United Kingdom, HM Government, November 2015, para. 

1.13, link.
57. National Security Capability Review, Cabinet Office, March 2018, p. 38, link.
58. National Security Capability Review, pp. 10-11, link.
59. Statistics on International Development: Provisional UK Aid spend 2018, DFID, April 2019, p. 10, link.
60. Spending figures taken from 2018, Statistics on International Development: Provisional UK Aid spend 2018, DFID, April 2019, p. 9, link.

https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/12392.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/development/development-aid-stable-in-2017-with-more-sent-to-poorest-countries.htm
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-great-partnership-delivering-global-britain
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/478834/ODA_strategy_final_web_0905.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/478933/52309_Cm_9161_NSS_SD_Review_web_only.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/705347/6.4391_CO_National-Security-Review_web.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/705347/6.4391_CO_National-Security-Review_web.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/792687/Statistics-on-International-Development-Provisional-UK-Aid-Spend-2018.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/792687/Statistics-on-International-Development-Provisional-UK-Aid-Spend-2018.pdf
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2.34 Two cross-government funds, operating under the authority of the National Security Council, also play 
a growing role in the UK aid programme. Both have a combination of ODA and non-ODA resources, 
and are accessible to a number of departments:

• the Conflict, Stability and Security Fund (CSSF), which includes UK contributions to international 
peacekeeping and programming on conflict and security (£609 million, or 4.2% of UK ODA)

• the Prosperity Fund, which promotes economic reform and development in selected middle-
income countries (£95 million, or 0.7% of UK ODA).61

2.35 This has also led to changes in geographical focus. As Figure 6 shows, DFID’s aid expenditure is mainly 
concentrated in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, plus major humanitarian operations in the Middle 
East. The rest of the UK aid portfolio includes a growing focus on large middle-income countries that 
are primarily of interest to the UK from a security, climate change or economic perspective.

61. Spending figures taken from 2018, Statistics on International Development: Provisional UK Aid spend 2018, DFID, April 2019, p. 9, link.

Figure 5: Largest ODA-spending departments and funds other than DFID 
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Figure 6: Top ten ODA recipients for DFID and other government departments
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 Source: Statistics on International Development 2015-2017, DFID, link.

2.36 Other implications for the aid programme are still emerging. In 
a speech in Cape Town in August 2018, Prime Minister Theresa 
May called for “a fundamental strategic shift in how we use 
our aid programme”.62 She reaffirmed the UK’s long-standing 
commitments to humanitarian relief, job creation, empowering 
women and girls, achieving the SDGs and implementing 
the Paris climate agreement. She announced new areas of 
geographical focus, including the Sahel region and ‘frontier 
markets’ such as Côte d’Ivoire and Senegal. In some instances, 
this will involve new DFID country offices, and in other cases, 
a DFID presence within cross-government teams. The prime 
minister also signalled an intensified focus on four thematic 
areas:

• addressing the root causes of conflict and fragility

• tackling cross-border threats such as terrorism, organised 
crime and trafficking in people

• promoting the rules-based international order, including 
by building stronger relationships with ‘rising powers’ like 
China, India and Brazil, and by more intensive engagement 
to shape and influence the multilateral system

• building markets in frontier economies.

2.37 More information on these changes will emerge from the 
forthcoming Spending Review, giving more clarity on just how 
large a strategic shift is involved. However, there is a widespread 
perception across the UK government stakeholders we spoke 
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years.
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62. PM's speech in Cape Town, 28 August 2018, link. 

I am… unashamed about 
the need to ensure that our 
aid programme works for 
the UK.

Theresa May, 
Cape Town Speech, August 2018

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-international-development/about/statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-international-development/about/statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pms-speech-in-cape-town-28-august-2018
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3 Synthesis of ICAI findings 2015-19
3.1 This section summarises key findings from ICAI’s 28 reviews over the period from 2015 to 2019, updated 

with the results of our annual follow-up work. We draw out common themes and explore how well 
equipped the aid programme is to respond to the challenges ahead.

3.2 The findings are organised under five thematic areas: leaving no one behind, jobs and economic 
transformation, crisis and conflict, global threats, and the changing profile of UK aid. More detail on 
each of the reviews can be found in the Annex.

Leaving no one behind

3.3 The UK was a global champion of the ‘leave no one behind’ principle during the negotiation of the 
Sustainable Development Goals. It has pledged to “put the last first” by prioritising “the world’s 
most vulnerable and disadvantaged people; the poorest of the poor and those people who are most 
excluded and at risk of violence and discrimination”.63

3.4 ‘Leave no one behind’ has profound implications for how aid programmes are designed and delivered, 
and a number of our reviews have explored how well DFID has risen to the challenge. In earlier reviews, 
we found that DFID programmes often targeted the poorest communities, but not necessarily the 
poorest members of those communities.64 Women and girls were commonly identified as target 
groups,65 and more latterly people with disabilities,66 but we have seen less of a focus on other causes of 
marginalisation, such as caste, ethnicity, age and sexuality.67

3.5 We found that objectives around inclusion in the business cases for DFID programmes did not always 
translate into programme design and delivery (see Box 1). Furthermore, monitoring systems were not 
fine-grained enough to detect who was being inadvertently left behind.68 Our conclusion was that the 
‘leave no one behind’ commitment needed to be more explicit in programme designs, targets and 
monitoring arrangements.

Box 1: Why is the ‘leave no one behind’ commitment hard to implement?

In our review of DFID’s effort to promote marginalised girls’ education, we found that commitments 
to tackling marginalisation were not always carried through into programme delivery for a number of 
reasons, including: 

• competing priorities, such as maximising overall access to education

• a lack of DFID influence on national education programmes

• a perceived risk of political and community resistance to an overt focus on girls

• a lack of detailed analysis of the causes of marginalisation in particular contexts

• a lack of expertise on the part of delivery partners 

• poorly designed interventions

• difficulties with implementing programmes in challenging contexts.

63. Leaving no one behind: Our promise, DFID, updated 6 March 2019, link. 
64. Assessing DFID’s Results in Water, Sanitation and Hygiene, ICAI, May 2016, paras. 3.17-3.21, link; DFID’s transport and urban infrastructure investments, ICAI, 

October 2018, paras. 4.11-4.19, link.
65. DFID’s efforts to eliminate violence against women and girls, ICAI, May 2016, link; Accessing, staying and succeeding in basic education – UK aid’s support to 

marginalised girls, ICAI, December 2016, link.
66. DFID’s approach to disability in development, ICAI, May 2018, link.
67. DFID’s partnerships with civil society organisations, ICAI, April 2019, link.
68. Assessing DFID’s Results in Water, Sanitation and Hygiene, ICAI, May 2016, para. 3.19, link; DFID’s approach to supporting inclusive growth in Africa, ICAI, June 

2017, para. 4.45, link; DFID’s transport and urban infrastructure investments, ICAI, October 2018, para. 4.19, link.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/leaving-no-one-behind-our-promise/leaving-no-one-behind-our-promise
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Impact-Review-Assessing-DFIDs-Results-in-Water-Sanitation-and-Hygiene-1.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/DFIDs-transport-and-urban-infrastructure-investments.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Learning-Review-DFIDs-Efforts-to-Eliminate-Violence-Against-Wome....pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-review-Accessing-staying-and-succeeding-in-basic-education-UK-aids-support-to-marginalised-girls.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Disability-Review.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/DFIDs-partnerships-with-civil-society-organisations.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Impact-Review-Assessing-DFIDs-Results-in-Water-Sanitation-and-Hygiene-1.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/EMBARGOED-ICAI-Review-DFIDs-approach-to-supporting-inclusive-growth-in-Africa.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/DFIDs-transport-and-urban-infrastructure-investments.pdf
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3.6 DFID has now introduced a number of measures to support its commitment. It now incorporates 
‘equity’ as the fourth ‘E’ in its value for money framework (see Figure 7). This encourages programmes 
to specify target groups, rather than just to maximise overall beneficiary numbers.69 DFID has adopted 
an Inclusive Data Action Plan, committing it to progressively disaggregate data by sex, age, disability 
status and geography, and an ambitious Disability Inclusion Strategy.70

The review recommended the adoption of country-specific strategies for marginalised girls’ education, 
based on detailed knowledge of the barriers in each context, and more emphasis on overcoming 
marginalisation in programme delivery plans and monitoring systems.

Source: Accessing, staying and succeeding in basic education: UK aid’s support to marginalised girls, 2016, link 

DFID programmes are now more likely to specify vulnerable groups as beneficiaries, even where 
the costs of reaching them are higher.

Figure 7: DFID’s value for money framework now incorporates ‘equity’ as the fourth ‘E’
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Source: DFID’s Approach to Value for Money (VfM), DFID, 2011, p. 4, link.

3.7 ICAI’s only overall ‘green’ score in the 2015-19 period went to DFID’s work on tackling violence against 
women and girls, in recognition of its structured approach to developing and applying evidence on 
what works.71 We also saw other good examples of DFID investing in research and evidence on leaving 
no one behind, including in girls’ education,72 social protection and transport infrastructure.73

69. DFID’s approach to value for money in programme and portfolio management, ICAI, February 2018, para. 13.7, link.
70. DFID’s approach to disability in development, ICAI, May 2018, link.
71. DFID’s efforts to eliminate violence against women and girls, ICAI, May 2016, paras. 3.2-3.7, link.
72. Accessing, staying and succeeding in basic education – UK aid’s support to marginalised girls, ICAI, December 2016, paras. 4.27-4.29, link.
73. DFID’s transport and urban infrastructure investments, ICAI, October 2018, paras. 4.73-4.77, link.

https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-review-Accessing-staying-and-succeeding-in-basic-education-UK-aids-support-to-marginalised-girls.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/49551/DFID-approach-value-money.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-VFM-report.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Disability-Review.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Learning-Review-DFIDs-Efforts-to-Eliminate-Violence-Against-Wome....pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-review-Accessing-staying-and-succeeding-in-basic-education-UK-aids-support-to-marginalised-girls.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/DFIDs-transport-and-urban-infrastructure-investments.pdf
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3.8 We found that DFID, often working closely with multilateral partners, had helped galvanise action on 
some key ‘leave no one behind’ themes, including:

• the introduction, expansion and strengthening of national social protection systems in 
developing countries, which boost incomes and consumption for the poorest74

• road safety in multilateral transport infrastructure projects75

• reproductive health and rights, including by working with the UN Population Fund to ensure a 
global supply of affordable family planning commodities76

• the global campaign against female genital mutilation and cutting.77

3.9 ICAI reports have been less positive about DFID’s efforts to promote universal, quality public services 
in key areas such as education, health and water and sanitation. Many of the DFID programmes we 
reviewed had expanded access to basic services, but not necessarily improved their quality. In maternal 
health, in particular, we found that poor service quality posed a significant risk to the achievement of 
better health outcomes.78

3.10 ICAI has also expressed concerns about DFID’s contribution to building sustainable public services.79 

During this period, the UK government set ambitious global results targets for the aid programme, and 
DFID country offices were accountable for their contribution to reaching them. An unintended effect 
was to encourage them to turn to non-state options for delivering services, particularly in fragile states, 
rather than strengthen public provision. We have also observed a decline in the importance that DFID 
attached to development effectiveness principles. As a result, the emphasis has too often been on 
maximising the return on the UK aid investment, rather than building sustainable and equitable public 
services for the long term.

3.11 We also questioned whether the UK was doing enough to address the closure of civic space in many of 
its partner countries, and whether its funding practices were strengthening the capacity of civil society 
organisations to support and represent marginalised groups.80

3.12 Overall, DFID has made good progress on implementing the ‘leave no one behind’ commitment, but 
will still face some significant challenges over the coming period. Other aid-spending departments 
have not taken on this commitment, and the shift in the geographical focus of non-DFID aid towards 
upper-middle-income countries is a potential cause of concern. In our review of UK international 
climate finance, we noted that BEIS’s decision to focus its resources on middle-income countries 
with rapidly growing emissions was defensible, as emissions impact on poor people around the globe 
wherever they occur.81 However, in our review of the Global Challenges Research Fund (GCRF), we 
raised concerns as to whether some of the ODA-funded research under BEIS had a close enough link to 
poverty reduction.82

74. The effects of DFID’s cash transfer programmes on poverty and vulnerability, ICAI, January 2017, paras. 4.9-4.11, link.
75. DFID’s transport and urban infrastructure investments, ICAI, October 2018, paras. 4.73-4.77, link.
76. Assessing DFID’s results in improving Maternal Health, ICAI, October 2018, p. 2, link.
77. DFID’s efforts to eliminate violence against women and girls, ICAI, May 2016, paras. 3.51-3.53, link.
78. Assessing DFID’s results in improving Maternal Health, ICAI, October 2018, para. 4.15, link.
79. Assessing DFID’s Results in Water, Sanitation and Hygiene, ICAI, May 2016, paras. 3.22-3.26, link; Accessing, staying and succeeding in basic education – UK aid’s 

support to marginalised girls, ICAI, December 2016, paras. 4.73-4.75, link; Assessing DFID’s results in improving Maternal Health, ICAI, October 2018, paras. 4.69-
4.83, link.

80. DFID’s partnerships with civil society organisations, ICAI, April 2019, paras. 4.31-4.33 and 4.65-4.73, link.
81. International Climate Finance: UK aid for low-carbon development, ICAI, February 2019, para. 4.16, link.
82. Global Challenges Research Fund, ICAI, September 2017, para. 3.15, link.

https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Review-The-effects-of-DFID’s-cash-transfer-programmes-on-poverty-and-vulnerability-2.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/DFIDs-transport-and-urban-infrastructure-investments.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-review-Assessing-DFIDs-results-in-improving-Maternal-Health-.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Learning-Review-DFIDs-Efforts-to-Eliminate-Violence-Against-Wome....pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-review-Assessing-DFIDs-results-in-improving-Maternal-Health-.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Impact-Review-Assessing-DFIDs-Results-in-Water-Sanitation-and-Hygiene-1.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-review-Accessing-staying-and-succeeding-in-basic-education-UK-aids-support-to-marginalised-girls.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-review-Assessing-DFIDs-results-in-improving-Maternal-Health-.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/DFIDs-partnerships-with-civil-society-organisations.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/International-Climate-Finance-ICAI-review.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-GCRF-Review.pdf
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Challenges ahead – leaving no one behind

• Developing a deeper understanding of the causes of marginalisation in particular local contexts 
– including intersecting discrimination (such as elderly and disabled people within marginalised 
communities).

• Developing strategies for tackling politically and culturally sensitive causes of marginalisation.
• Helping to protect and promote the ability of civil society organisations to support and represent 

marginalised groups.
• Becoming a strategic partner for strengthening public services, with more focus on policy advice, 

sustainable finance and system building.
• Scaling up support for domestic resource mobilisation, in support of sustainable public service delivery.
• Developing stronger systems for monitoring quality and equity in service delivery, including through 

feedback from citizens.
• Incorporating consideration of the ‘leave no one behind’ principle in the programming of other aid-

spending departments and funds.

Promoting jobs and economic transformation

3.13 Since 2010, the UK aid programme has significantly increased its focus and ambition on job creation 
and promoting economic growth. DFID’s economic development portfolio doubled in size between 
2011 and 2016, to £1.8 billion per year.83 Since 2015, DFID has invested an additional £1.8 billion into the 
UK’s development finance institution, CDC, which invests in companies in developing countries.84 
The cross-government Prosperity Fund was launched in 2016 to promote economic reform and 
development in selected middle-income countries, with a budget of £1.2 billion over six years.85

3.14 In its 2017 Economic Development Strategy, DFID set itself the objective of promoting economic 
transformation – that is, supporting poor people to move from traditional livelihoods into more 
productive jobs or ways of working.86 ICAI welcomed this as an appropriate response to the problem 
of jobless growth in Africa, but noted that it was an ambitious objective calling for new tools and 
approaches.

3.15 We emphasised the need to make sure that economic development programmes are genuinely 
inclusive. At the time of our reviews, monitoring and evaluation processes were not strong enough to 
identify whether poor and marginalised groups were being inadvertently excluded.87 We have been 
pleased to note progress since then, with the most recent economic development programmes 
giving more attention to equity and inclusion in their design and monitoring arrangements. We also 
welcome the introduction of a new diagnostic phase into DFID’s business planning, to give it a better 
understanding of opportunities for and constraints on inclusive growth in each country. 

3.16 Since 2010, DFID has built up its internal capacity on economic development, but there are limits to 
the expertise available in its country offices. It has therefore turned to centrally managed programmes 
to provide support in technically complex areas such as urbanisation and women’s economic 
empowerment.88 In the past, DFID struggled with achieving coherence and coordination between 
country-based and centrally managed programmes.89 In the urbanisation area, we noted that the 
benefits of centralising technical support may be offset by the greater difficulty of engaging with 
national counterparts.90 We will therefore continue to follow this evolution in DFID’s operating model 
with interest.

83. Economic Development Strategy: prosperity, poverty and meeting global challenges, DFID, January 2017, p. 7, link.
84. Business Case: Capital increase to CDC, the UK’s development finance institution, DFID, 2017, link.
85. Cross-Government Prosperity Fund, ICAI, December 2015, link.
86. Economic Development Strategy: prosperity, poverty and meeting global challenges, DFID, January 2017, p. 9, link.
87. DFID’s approach to supporting inclusive growth in Africa, ICAI, June 2017, para. 4.45, link; DFID’s transport and urban infrastructure investments, ICAI, October 

2018, para. 4.19, link.
88. DFID’s approach to supporting inclusive growth in Africa, ICAI, June 2017, paras. 4.11-4.14, link; DFID’s transport and urban infrastructure investments, ICAI, 

October 2018, para. 3.12, link.
89. DFID’s approach to value for money in programme and portfolio management, ICAI, February 2018, para. 4.51, link; Accessing, staying and succeeding in basic 

education – UK aid’s support to marginalised girls, ICAI, December 2016, para. 4.16, link.
90. DFID’s transport and urban infrastructure investments, ICAI, October 2018, para. 4.23, link.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/587374/DFID-Economic-Development-Strategy-2017.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/651848/2017_to_2021_CDC_capital_increase_business_case_publication_1038.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/cross-government-prosperity-fund-programme
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/587374/DFID-Economic-Development-Strategy-2017.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/EMBARGOED-ICAI-Review-DFIDs-approach-to-supporting-inclusive-growth-in-Africa.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/DFIDs-transport-and-urban-infrastructure-investments.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/EMBARGOED-ICAI-Review-DFIDs-approach-to-supporting-inclusive-growth-in-Africa.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/DFIDs-transport-and-urban-infrastructure-investments.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-VFM-report.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-review-Accessing-staying-and-succeeding-in-basic-education-UK-aids-support-to-marginalised-girls.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/DFIDs-transport-and-urban-infrastructure-investments.pdf
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3.17 In recent years, DFID has directed CDC to rebalance its portfolio towards low-income and fragile 
contexts, for greater development impact. This has called for a transformation in the leadership, 
culture and capacities of the organisation, which is still under way. At the time of our review, CDC’s 
investments in low-income countries remained concentrated in a few countries and sectors. It needed 
a more active presence in developing countries to identify viable investments, and a more mature 
process for delivering and measuring transformative impact. These are difficult challenges for any 
development finance institution, and CDC will need to continue to innovate.92

3.18 The National Security Capability Review emphasised that aid for economic development should 
create trade and commercial opportunities for the UK, as well as promoting poverty reduction.93 The 
Prosperity Fund has the most explicit focus on mutual prosperity, working primarily in upper-middle-
income countries, but other aid programmes are also expected to contribute by building markets 
and showcasing British expertise. While most of the stakeholders we have spoken to agreed that 
development aid can legitimately promote the mutual interests of donors and recipients, there are 
concerns that the search for opportunities to do so may distort the allocation of aid by country or 
sector. It also raises challenging questions around ODA eligibility and good development practice.

3.19 Looking ahead, economic development and job creation will be increasingly important objectives for 
UK aid, raising a number of challenges.

Box 2: DFID’s infrastructure work with multilateral banks

The World Bank estimates that developing countries would need to spend an extra $1.2 trillion per year on 
infrastructure to sustain their current rates of economic growth and deal with the effects of climate change.91

The multilateral development banks are specialists in infrastructure projects and provide funding on a much 
larger scale than any bilateral donor. The UK therefore focuses much of its infrastructure work on helping its 
partners to access and make good use of multilateral infrastructure finance. Programmes such as the multi-
donor Private Infrastructure Development Group help to meet the substantial costs involved in preparing 
infrastructure projects, and mobilise private investment by sharing risks. 

We found that DFID had influenced its multilateral partners in areas such as road safety and cost-effective 
transport connections for remote communities. It had also helped to strengthen multilateral bank policies 
on social and environmental safeguards, although not enough was being done to ensure that the required 
capacity was available in country to implement those policies. 

We welcomed DFID’s engagement with China on infrastructure standards, but found that it could do more to 
ensure that its partner countries were able to analyse the full cost of Chinese infrastructure finance. 

DFID’s transport and urban infrastructure investments, October 2018, link 

91. Global Infrastructure Facility, World Bank, October 2014, link.
92. CDC’s investments in low-income and fragile states, ICAI, March 2019, paras. 5.1-5.8, link.
93. National Security Capability Review, Cabinet Office, March 2018, p. 38, link.

Challenges ahead – promoting jobs and economic transformation

• Ensuring that UK aid for economic development is pro-poor and inclusive.
• Ensuring that the pursuit of mutual prosperity does not detract from the quality of UK development 

assistance.
• Strengthening DFID’s approach to building markets, tailored to the needs and priorities of partner 

countries.
• Combining economic development programmes, development capital investments and multilateral 

finance to promote transformational impact.
• Broadening and deepening CDC’s approach to maximising development impact in low-income and 

fragile states.
• Helping partner countries become more informed consumers of infrastructure finance.

https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/DFIDs-transport-and-urban-infrastructure-investments.pdf
http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/publicprivatepartnerships/brief/global-infrastructure-facility-backup
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/CDC-26.03.19.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/705347/6.4391_CO_National-Security-Review_web.pdf
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Conflict and crisis

3.20 The UK government has set itself a new strategic priority of promoting long-term solutions to conflict 
and instability in fragile countries and regions.94 This is another ambitious objective: the evidence on 
how aid can be used to reduce conflict and fragility remains limited, and recurrent emergencies often 
draw resources away from the pursuit of long-term objectives.95

3.21 In recent years, the UK aid programme has increased its ability to deliver in fragile environments. In 
both Somalia and Syria, we found that DFID had developed a network of suppliers, including companies 
and non-governmental organisations (NGOs), able to operate in insecure contexts.96 This had reduced 
its reliance on multilateral agencies to deliver assistance and given it the flexibility to pursue its own 
objectives, enhancing the UK’s leadership within the international response.

3.22 However, we have seen less evidence that this has led to a more convincing approach to tackling the 
root causes of conflict. DFID has produced a strategy, the Building Stability Framework,97 but it does not 
appear to have been a strong reference point for programming. In our Somalia review, we encountered 
mixed views among DFID staff as to whether it was appropriate to pursue conflict-related objectives 
in development programmes – for example, by directing support to communities or groups at risk of 
radicalisation.98 With conflict emerging as the leading cause of extreme poverty, there is a need for new 
thinking on how to break the cycle of poverty and conflict.

3.23 DFID has developed a discussion paper on protracted crises, which proposes “development approaches 
whenever possible and humanitarian aid only when necessary”.99 We have yet to see much evidence of 
this. There has been progress in some areas, such as introducing multi-annual humanitarian budgets 
and more use of cash transfers, which in principle facilitates transition between emergency support 
and long-term social protection.100 However, we found DFID to be reluctant to invest in local capacity in 
conflict-affected contexts,101 owing to concerns about fiduciary and other risks and the politicisation of 
local civil society in conflict zones.102

3.24 DFID was alerted to the serious problem of sexual exploitation and abuse in humanitarian aid 
operations in early 2018. We found that DFID had not taken action before then, even though instances 
of abuse had been reported as early as 2002.103 Since then, it has taken a range of measures to address 
the issue, both internationally and in UK humanitarian aid, although the problem remains a challenging 
one to solve (see Box 3).

Box 3: Sexual exploitation and abuse in humanitarian contexts

In early 2018, a serious pattern of sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA) of humanitarian aid recipients 
by aid workers emerged in Haiti and other countries. In response, DFID established a safeguarding 
unit to review its safeguarding rules and procedures and encourage reform across the aid sector. It 
has imposed additional requirements on NGOs, contractors and research organisations to manage 
SEA risks in their operations. It organised a safeguarding summit in London in October 2018, at which 
international humanitarian actors agreed to a range of measures, including more support for survivors 
and whistleblowers. 

94. PM's speech in Cape Town, 28 August 2018, link.
95. The Conflict, Stability and Security Fund's aid spending, ICAI, March 2018, paras. 4.50-4.53, link.
96. UK aid in a conflict-affected country: Reducing conflict and fragility in Somalia, ICAI, June 2017, para. 3.42, link; The UK’s humanitarian support to Syria, ICAI, May 

2018, para. 4.4, link.
97. Building Stability Framework, DFID, 2016, link.
98. UK aid in a conflict-affected country: Reducing conflict and fragility in Somalia, ICAI, June 2017, para. 3.22, link.
99. Delivering differently in protracted conflict and refugee crises: Discussion paper by DFID’s Protracted Crises Hub, DFID, October 2017, p. 3, unpublished. 
100. The UK’s approach to funding the UN humanitarian system, ICAI, December 2018, paras. 4.27-4.29, link. 
101. Under the ‘Grand Bargain’, an agreement made at the World Humanitarian Summit in May 2016, humanitarian donors agreed to increase multi-year investment 

into building the capacity of local and national responders: The Grand Bargain Workstream 2: Localisation, link.
102. The UK’s approach to funding the UN humanitarian system, ICAI, December 2018, para. 4.60, link. 
103. The UK’s approach to funding the UN humanitarian system, ICAI, December 2018, link; The UK’s humanitarian support to Syria, ICAI, May 2018, link; DFID’s 

transport and urban infrastructure investments, ICAI, October 2018, link.

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pms-speech-in-cape-town-28-august-2018
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/The-CSSFs-aid-spending-ICAI-review.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/EMBARGOED-Reducing-conflict-and-fragility-in-Somalia-ICAI-review.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Syria-Report-final.pdf
https://www.international-alert.org/sites/default/files/DFID_Building stability framework 2016.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/EMBARGOED-Reducing-conflict-and-fragility-in-Somalia-ICAI-review.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Humanitarian-Reform-Report-2.pdf
http://media.ifrc.org/grand_bargain_localisation/
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Humanitarian-Reform-Report-2.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Humanitarian-Reform-Report-2.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Syria-Report-final.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/DFIDs-transport-and-urban-infrastructure-investments.pdf


Many of the stakeholders we spoke to were sceptical that these measures – although necessary – would 
be enough to change practices, given the acute imbalance of power between humanitarian aid workers 
and recipients in crisis situations. DFID has launched a substantial research programme to identify further 
solutions.104
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The UK’s approach to funding the UN humanitarian system, December 2018, link 

3.25 The (CSSF) is an instrument that supports flexible interventions in conflict situations. It uses financial 
support and technical expertise to support peace processes and influence international initiatives. In 
Colombia, it had responded well to the peace agreement, identifying a key problem of lawlessness 
in former rebel areas and tailoring its security and justice support in response.105 However, we found 
that the CSSF had not invested enough in collecting evidence on what works in conflict-related 
programming, and that much of its programming lacked convincing theories of change and results 
monitoring.106 We also raised concerns about the depth of risk assessments when working with security 
agencies in partner countries with poor human rights records.107 The CSSF has responded well to our 
challenges, in particular by strengthening its results management systems. 

3.26 As the UK aid programme continues to increase its focus on tackling conflict and fragility, it will face a 
number of important challenges. 

Challenges ahead – conflict and crisis

• Ensuring a consistent approach across the aid programme to the ‘do no harm’ principle, conflict 
sensitivity and the promotion of human rights.

• Ensuring a deeper and more effective response to safeguarding against sexual exploitation and abuse 
in humanitarian operations.

• Developing long-term investments to tackle underlying drivers of conflict and fragility.
• Improving the ability of development programming and humanitarian response to work in 

complementary ways in protracted crises.
• Balancing the need to build local capacity with the management of fiduciary and other risks.
• Investing in evidence of what works on conflict reduction, and ensuring that programmes are 

evidence-based and results-focused.

104. Sexual exploitation and abuse in the aid sector: Government response to the Committee’s Eighth Report, International Development Committee, Tenth Special 
Report of Session 2017-19, November 2018, p. 3, link.

105. The Conflict, Stability and Security Fund's aid spending, ICAI, March 2018, paras. 4.37-4.42, link.
106. The Conflict, Stability and Security Fund's aid spending, ICAI, March 2018, paras. 4.37-4.42, link.
107. The Conflict, Stability and Security Fund's aid spending, ICAI, March 2018, paras. 4.68-4.70, link; The UK’s aid response to irregular migration in the central 

Mediterranean, ICAI, para. 4.41, link. 
108. International Climate Finance: UK aid for low-carbon development, ICAI, February 2019, paras. 4.43-4.47, link.

Global threats

3.27 We have seen numerous examples across our reviews of the UK helping to shape the international 
response to global challenges. We find that when the UK uses technical expertise and evidence from 
the aid programme as part of a sustained campaign, it wields considerable influence. Examples from 
our reviews include:

• The UK is a strong advocate for international climate finance, and its substantial contributions to 
international climate funds make it an influential voice in arguing for more and better investment 
in climate adaptation and mitigation in developing countries.108

https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Humanitarian-Reform-Report-2.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmintdev/1764/1764.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/The-CSSFs-aid-spending-ICAI-review.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/The-CSSFs-aid-spending-ICAI-review.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/The-CSSFs-aid-spending-ICAI-review.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/Migration-ICAI-review-EMBARGOED-00.01-10-March-2017.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/International-Climate-Finance-ICAI-review.pdf
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• DFID has encouraged reform of the UN humanitarian system, championing the role of the 
UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs and the Central Emergency Response 
Fund,109 and successfully campaigning for more use of cash payments as a form of humanitarian 
assistance.110

•  DFID has been a champion of reproductive rights and health at the global level, at a time when 
global cooperation on the issue has been under threat.111

3.28 The 2014-16 Ebola crisis in West Africa exposed serious weaknesses in the international system for 
preparing for and responding to epidemic diseases, and demonstrated the vulnerability of national 
health systems in low-income countries. We found that the UK moved quickly to diagnose these 
weaknesses and develop a cross-department strategy for addressing them. DFID and the Department 
of Health and Social Care introduced programmes to strengthen disease surveillance and the 
capacity of national health systems to respond to future epidemics. The UK was also influential at the 
international level in promoting reform of the World Health Organization and securing global policy 
commitments on antimicrobial resistance. However, we expressed some concern that interventions to 
tackle specific diseases must not come at the expense of a comprehensive approach to health system 
strengthening.112

Box 4: Using insurance to build resilience to natural disasters

To strengthen disaster resilience, DFID has supported the development of parametric insurance, which 
pays out at the outset of climate-related disasters in order to provide resources for minimising their 
impact. New UK-supported insurance facilities were able to make payments to Caribbean nations within 
two weeks of Hurricane Matthew in 2016.113 Following criticisms that some insurer schemes were not 
paying out claims to developing countries,114 DFID established the Centre for Global Disaster Protection 
to bring together humanitarian experts, developing countries and the insurance industry to strengthen 
risk management and risk financing.115

109. The UK’s approach to funding the UN humanitarian system, ICAI, December 2018, paras. 4.7-4.9, link. 
110. The UK’s approach to funding the UN humanitarian system, ICAI, December 2018, paras. 4.47-4.48, link.
111. Assessing DFID’s results in improving Maternal Health, ICAI, October 2018, para. 4.59, link.
112. The UK aid response to global health threats, ICAI, January 2018, link.
113. Building resilience to natural disasters, ICAI, February 2018, p. 24, Box 10, link. 
114. The wrong model for resilience: How G7-backed drought insurance failed Malawi, and what we must learn from it, ActionAid, May 2017, link.
115. Business Case: Centre for Global Disaster Protection, DFID, August 2017, link.
116. UK aid’s contribution to tackling tax avoidance and evasion, ICAI, September 2016, para. 4.61, link.
117. The UK’s approach to funding the UN humanitarian system, ICAI, December 2018, para. 4.92, link.
118. International Climate Finance: UK aid for low-carbon development, ICAI, February 2019, paras. 4.29-4.31, link.
119. UK aid for combating climate change, International Development Committee, Eleventh Report of Session 2017-19, April 2019, link.

3.29 Not all of the programmes that we reviewed on global challenges have been as successful. In the area 
of international tax cooperation, DFID set out to make the process more accessible to developing 
countries, but we found that its efforts were not grounded in the needs and priorities of its partner 
countries.116 In its funding for UN humanitarian agencies, DFID had successfully promoted a stronger 
focus on results management and value for money, but its increased oversight requirements and 
shift to payment by results risked undermining some of the inherent benefits of multilateral aid. We 
also found that DFID focused on UN agencies’ operational capacity, rather than their normative or 
standard-setting roles.117

3.30 On climate change, ICAI noted the lack of an up-to-date public strategy for UK climate finance and 
a risk of loss of coherence between DFID and BEIS. While DFID had a clear strategy on promoting 
clean energy, it had not gone about integrating climate action across its portfolio in a systematic way. 
There was no explicit requirement for new programmes to incorporate low-carbon development 
objectives, and no central leadership, guidance or central support.118 We share the recent concerns of 
the International Development Committee that DFID’s climate response is not commensurate with the 
scale or urgency of the challenge.119

https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Humanitarian-Reform-Report-2.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Humanitarian-Reform-Report-2.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-review-Assessing-DFIDs-results-in-improving-Maternal-Health-.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/GHT-review_final.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/Building-Resilience-to-natural-disasters-Final.pdf
http://actionaid.org/sites/default/files/the_wrong_model_for_resilience_final_230517.pdf
http://iati.dfid.gov.uk/iati_documents/18080341.odt
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Review-UK-aids-contribution-to-tackling-tax-avoidance-and-evasion.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-Humanitarian-Reform-Report-2.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/International-Climate-Finance-ICAI-review.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmintdev/1432/1432.pdf
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3.31 The UK’s commitment to using the aid programme to tackle global threats will raise complex challenges 
in a wide range of areas – including around how best to use UK influence within the multilateral forums 
where global action is agreed.

Challenges ahead – global threats

• Strengthening the UK’s engagement with multilateral partners without creating excessive oversight 
and reporting burdens.

• Promoting the normative or rule-setting role of the UN in responding to global threats.
• Encouraging ‘rising power’ nations to support international cooperation on global challenges.
• Increasing UK engagement with the work of multilateral partners at the country level.
• Ensuring that climate action is systematically integrated across UK development programming and 

commensurate with the scale and urgency of the challenge.
• Promoting a more urgent international response to antimicrobial resistance.

The changing profile of UK aid

3.32 Since the 2015 aid strategy, there has been a sustained effort to integrate the UK aid programme with 
other tools for international engagement, including diplomacy, security and the promotion of trade 
and investment. Collaboration across aid-spending departments has improved, with new coordination 
structures in place at country and regional levels and in thematic areas.120

3.33 The reallocation of aid to cross-government funds and programmes has posed some significant 
challenges. ICAI conducted a series of early reviews exploring their governance and management 
processes.121 We found that it takes several years to put in place the necessary systems and processes 
to spend aid well, and that in the interim there are both value for money risks and dangers of non-
compliance with the international ODA definition and the UK’s International Development Act. The 
risks are heightened when new funds or programmes are required to allocate multi-annual budgets 
in advance. On ICAI’s recommendation, the Prosperity Fund slowed its pace of expenditure.122 Overall, 
ICAI’s interventions have prompted significant improvements in the management of the Prosperity 
Fund, the CSSF and the GCRF.123

3.34 ICAI raised concerns about how robustly some of the funds checked ODA eligibility – in particular, 
whether “the promotion of the economic development and welfare of developing countries”124 was 
the main objective of each item of expenditure.125 Most have now put in place adequate screening 
processes. However, we remain concerned that the ODA definition is sometimes treated as a 
compliance hurdle, rather than the guiding purpose of the assistance. Departments must ensure that 
they use aid not just lawfully, but also so as to maximise its contribution to poverty reduction.

3.35 We have expressed additional concerns about ODA research and innovation funds. The two largest 
funds managed by BEIS – the GCRF and the Newton Fund – will spend more than £2 billion in ODA in 
the five years to 2021.126 A significant share of this has been allocated directly to UK research institutions, 
in breach of the spirit, if not the letter, of the UK’s commitment to untying all its aid.127 In the case of 

120. UK aid in a conflict-affected country: Reducing conflict and fragility in Somalia, ICAI, June 2017, para. 3.51, link; The Conflict, Stability and Security Fund's aid 
spending, ICAI, March 2018, para. 4.21, link; International Climate Finance: UK aid for low-carbon development, ICAI, February 2019, link; The UK aid response to 
global health threats, ICAI, January 2018, paras. 3.14-3.17, link; The UK’s aid response to irregular migration in the central Mediterranean, ICAI, March 2017, para. 
4.27, link.

121. The cross-government Prosperity Fund, ICAI, February 2017, link; Global Challenges Research Fund, ICAI, September 2017, link; The Conflict, Stability and 
Security Fund's aid spending, ICAI, March 2018, link; International Climate Finance: UK aid for low-carbon development, ICAI, February 2019, link.

122. ICAI follow-up review of 2016-17 reports, ICAI, June 2018, Table 2, link.
123. ICAI follow-up review of 2016-17 reports, ICAI, June 2018, pp. 14-17, link; ICAI follow-up review of 2017-18 reports, ICAI, June 2019, pp. 9-19 and 14-15, forthcoming.
124. OECD website: Official Development Assistance – definition and coverage, link.
125. The cross-government Prosperity Fund, ICAI, February 2017, p. 7, link.
126. BEIS official development assistance (ODA): what we are doing, Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, June 2017, link.
127. The UK government has been committed to untying UK development assistance completely since 1 April 2001: Eliminating World Poverty: Making Globalisation 

Work for the Poor. White Paper on International Development, DFID, 2000, p. 11, link. This commitment has been maintained by subsequent governments and is 
reaffirmed in the UK aid strategy: UK aid: tackling global challenges in the national interest, November 2015, p. 11, link.
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https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/Migration-ICAI-review-EMBARGOED-00.01-10-March-2017.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/Rapid-Review-of-the-Prosperity-Fund.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-GCRF-Review.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/The-CSSFs-aid-spending-ICAI-review.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/International-Climate-Finance-ICAI-review.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-follow-up-review-of-2016-17-reports.pdf
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/ICAI-follow-up-review-of-2016-17-reports.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/dac/stats/officialdevelopmentassistancedefinitionandcoverage.htm
https://icai.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/Rapid-Review-of-the-Prosperity-Fund.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/beis-official-development-assistance-research-and-innovation/beis-official-development-assistance-oda-research-and-innovation-what-we-are-doing
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.dfid.gov.uk/Documents/publications/whitepaper2000.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/478834/ODA_strategy_final_web_0905.pdf
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the Newton Fund, which supports research and innovation partnerships between institutions in the 
UK and in middle-income developing countries, most of the aid goes solely to the UK partners, while 
developing countries fund their own participation through ‘matched funding’.128

3.36 This raises a wider concern about the evolving UK aid architecture. With each aid-spending department 
accountable for its own expenditure, there is currently no overarching mechanism for ensuring that the 
UK aid programme meets common principles and standards.129 The government has established three 
structures to oversee aid expenditure: the Cross-Ministerial Group, the Senior Officials Group and a 
Ministerial Committee for the Cross-Government Funds. These manage the 0.7% spending target and 
have an overall remit on value for money. The National Security Council also provides overall strategic 
direction. At present, however, there is no body with a clear mandate to set principles and standards to 
govern the quality of UK development cooperation.

3.37 As departments look for more opportunities to use the aid programme to promote mutual prosperity 
and the UK national interest, questions will continue to arise about how to ensure the best use of aid 
and how to maintain coherence across aid-spending departments.

Challenges ahead – the changing profile of UK aid

• Developing shared norms and principles across the government around what constitutes effective 
development cooperation and sound aid management.

• Resourcing DFID, as the aid specialist, to support other aid-spending departments on programme 
management and good development practice.

• Strengthening cross-departmental learning processes around aid management and development 
cooperation.

• Establishing principles to govern the use of aid in pursuit of mutual prosperity and national security.
• Ensuring an integrated UK development offer in partner countries.
• Enhancing the transparency of UK aid and the strategies and objectives it supports.

128. The Newton Fund, ICAI, June 2019, link.
129. Definition and administration of ODA, International Development Committee, Fifth Report of Session 2017-19, May 2018, paras. 57-59, link; Managing the Official 

Development Assistance target – a report on progress, National Audit Office, July 2017, pp. 14-16, link.

https://icai.independent.gov.uk/report/newton-fund/
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmintdev/547/547.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Managing-the-Official-development-Assistance-target-a-report-on-progress.pdf
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4 ICAI’s public consultation
4.1 Between 27 February and 26 April 2019, ICAI held a public consultation around what it should scrutinise 

and what its scrutiny products should look like. The consultation focused on two key questions:

i. What areas do you think ICAI should focus on over the next four years, and why?

ii. What do you think of the current ICAI products? Do you have suggestions for different 
products?

4.2 We received 108 responses, from a wide range of stakeholders, including development non-
governmental organisations, universities, think tanks and members of the public.

4.3 Among a wide range of suggestions for future review topics and themes, the most common were:

• multilateral aid

• DFID systems, processes and human resources

• the Sustainable Development Goals

• humanitarian aid

• procurement

• leaving no one behind.

4.4 The responses to the consultations revealed an interest in a number of sectors and thematic areas 
(health, climate, gender, the private sector and security sector reform), and in cross-cutting issues such 
as monitoring and reporting, aid effectiveness, citizen consultations and the management of aid across 
departments and funds.
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5 Conclusions
5.1 The UK aid programme is evolving rapidly in response to changes in the international and national 

landscapes. At the global level, these include shifts in the distribution of poverty, development finance 
flows, geopolitical realities and the accelerating impacts of climate change. Within the UK, the aid 
programme is being called upon to enhance the UK’s global role and influence and support new 
priorities, such as building bilateral trading links. The implications of these changes are far-reaching 
and are still being worked through.

5.2 Our reviews over the 2015 to 2019 period have followed the progress of the UK aid programme in 
responding to these challenges. So far, there has not been a clear commitment across the UK aid 
portfolio to the ‘leave no one behind’ principle. DFID has found its own commitment a challenging one 
to implement, but has made good progress, with a range of reforms at the corporate level designed 
to make inclusiveness central to its work. However, at the global level, the poorest countries still face 
a significant financing gap in achieving the SDGs. The UK government must be careful that its pivot 
back towards upper-middle-income countries does not lead to neglect of the key SDG objective of 
eliminating extreme poverty and inequality.

5.3 The UK aid programme in 2019 has a more convincing approach and set of instruments for promoting 
economic development than in 2015. However, many of its tools are new and untested, and 
considerable work is needed to learn how to deploy them effectively and in combination to meet 
the unique needs of each partner country. Given demographic pressures, creating decent jobs in the 
formal and informal sectors must be a central focus of the work.

5.4 UK aid has demonstrated that it can deliver in the midst of conflict, in some of the world’s most 
challenging contexts. This has given the UK more flexibility to pursue its objectives and enhanced 
its leadership role in the international response to crises. However, there are concerns that the 
increasingly onerous oversight requirements for delivery partners will make it more difficult for them 
to respond quickly and flexibly. With global poverty and conflict increasingly and inextricably linked, 
UK development aid needs to move from working around conflict to addressing conflict directly. It 
needs a stronger strategic direction for its conflict-reduction work, and a more integrated approach 
across humanitarian, peacebuilding, development and international influencing efforts, especially in 
protracted crises.

5.5 The UK has demonstrated on many occasions that it can be highly influential in shaping the 
international response to global crises, especially when it brings technical expertise and evidence 
to the discussion. However, we are concerned that some of the most pressing global challenges – 
particularly climate change and antimicrobial resistance – call for greater urgency and intensity of 
action. 

5.6 The government has clearly signalled its intention to use the aid programme to pursue direct UK 
national interests – in particular, by helping to position the UK as a key trade and investment partner 
with frontier economies. While the pursuit of mutual prosperity is not necessarily in conflict with 
good development practice, the focus needs to remain on building long-term opportunities, rather 
than securing short-term advantage. The rules and principles underlying UK aid will need to be better 
articulated. Ultimately, the UK’s standing as a ‘development superpower’ rests not just on the size of its 
programme, but its integrity, its use of evidence and its ability to be an effective partner to developing 
countries in tackling the development challenges that matter most to them.

Future directions for ICAI – Tamsyn Barton, ICAI’s new Chief Commissioner

5.7 In preparing this report, we consulted with a wide range of stakeholders across civil society, academia 
and other areas involved in international development, including within the UK government. We also 
conducted an online consultation. A number of suggestions were made for topics to focus on in our 
scrutiny of UK aid over the coming four years.
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5.8 First of all, many stakeholders expressed the view that the SDGs, as the overarching international 
development agenda, should provide the framework for our work. Both the consultation and this 
synthesis of ICAI’s reviews over the last four years have indicated the centrality of the ‘leaving no 
one behind’ principle. Our reviews have shown that this is a challenging commitment to implement 
systematically, and so far the commitment is yet to extend beyond DFID to other aid-spending 
departments. 

5.9 Around a quarter of UK ODA is now spent by departments other than DFID. The consultation made 
it clear that ICAI needs to build on its scrutiny of the entire UK aid portfolio, including the cross-
government funds. Our first review in the next phase of ICAI’s work (How UK Aid Learns) will cover 
all 17 aid-spending departments, and will generate evidence to inform the Spending Review and the 
allocation of programme and human resources across departments. We will pay more attention to 
human resource issues, alongside financial flows. We will continue to probe the overarching principles 
of aid delivery, as well as the way it is organised and governed. A shorter piece of work will interrogate 
the use of aid to pursue mutual prosperity, and we will continue to be vigilant in checking whether the 
UK keeps its commitment to untied aid.

5.10 Looking back over the past four years, it is fair to say that ICAI’s scrutiny of multilateral aid has not been 
commensurate with the high proportion it represents (£5.3 billion was provided as core contributions 
to multilaterals, which amounts to 36.5% of UK ODA130). Multilateral aid was ranked as the highest 
priority for ICAI scrutiny by contributors to the online consultation. In the coming years, we will explore 
the effectiveness of UK multilateral aid, as well as the UK’s influence with multilateral partners. The 
African Development Bank will feature among our first batch of reviews. Our country portfolio reviews 
– a new initiative for examining the entire footprint of UK aid in particular countries – will explore the 
respective roles and contributions of bilateral and multilateral aid.

5.11 Last but not least, we welcome the views of those consulted who asked for the voices of people whom 
UK aid is meant to help to be more integrated into ICAI’s reviews. It is not only the right thing to do, but 
also helps build the case for greater accountability of UK aid and demonstrate the value of inclusion. We 
have already started to experiment with bringing in the views of Ghanaian citizens in our first country 
portfolio review, as well as of people who have directly received UK aid in Ghana. We will ensure that 
the voices of survivors are heard in our review of preventing sexual violence in conflict and sexual 
exploitation and abuse in UN peacekeeping. We are also planning to conduct an assessment of the UK’s 
response to the safeguarding crisis in the aid sector.

130. Statistics in international development, provisional UK spend for 2018, DFID, April 2019, p. 6, link. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/792687/Statistics-on-International-Development-Provisional-UK-Aid-Spend-2018.pdf
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Annex 1 ICAI Phase 2 reviews, 2015-19

Leave no one behind

DFID’s efforts to 
eliminate violence 

against women and girls 
(2016)

A learning review exploring 
how DFID goes about 
building knowledge, 

testing new approaches 
and moving towards 

programming at scale. 

Key findings

• DFID has gone about building up an evidence base on what works in tackling violence 
against women and girls (VAWG) in a systematic way.

• It has positioned itself as a leading global investor in VAWG research. 

• DFID has invested considerable effort in raising the profile of the VAWG agenda, with 
some success. 

• DFID has developed some innovative programming, but lacks a clear strategy for 
taking it to scale.

Follow-up findings

VAWG remains a priority for DFID. A theory of change has been developed on scaling up 
and working with multilaterals. DFID has told us it will shortly announce a new business 
case that will significantly scale up its own VAWG programming. 

DFID informs us that it now has a system in place to track expenditure from programmes 
that focus solely on VAWG, but is still unable to track expenditure on VAWG components 
within wider programmes. 

Assessing DFID’s results 
in water, sanitation and 

hygiene (2016)

An impact review of DFID’s 
water, sanitation and 

hygiene (WASH) portfolio, 
assessing whether its results 
claims were credible and if 
programmes were doing 

all they could to maximise 
impact and value for money.

Key findings

• DFID WASH investments have led to improved health outcomes, particularly 
reductions in infant diarrhoea, parasitic worms and other infectious diseases.

• DFID’s systems are designed to maximise outputs, rather than sustainable impact.

• DFID does not apply a consistent approach for measuring value for money across its 
WASH portfolio, nor does it have credible benchmarks to help it to identify more or 
less efficient programmes. However, there are examples where DFID has improved 
value for money at programme level.

• DFID WASH programmes are not set up to measure – or maximise – sustainability.

• At the central level, DFID is a significant investor in WASH research and in improving 
data quality.

Follow-up findings

There has been a welcome increase in focus on sustainability in programme design and 
evaluation. DFID has been unable to extend monitoring beyond the programme cycle, 
but commissioned an independent study of whether results achieved in the review 
period had been sustained in subsequent years.

There is updated value for money guidance and ongoing work to develop value for 
money metrics, including with UNICEF. 

GREEN

GREEN/
AMBER
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UK aid’s support to 
marginalised girls (2016)

A performance review 
assessing DFID’s support for 

girls who are marginalised 
in education, assessing how 

well DFID has supported 
hard-to-reach groups and 

the implications of the 
‘leaving no one behind’ 

commitment.

Key findings

• DFID met its global target for 2011-15 of providing 5.2 million girls with basic 
education.

• DFID has yet to adapt its education value for money framework to reflect its 
commitments on tackling marginalisation.

• DFID should use emerging practice from the Girls’ Education Challenge to inform its 
approach to equity and value for money. 

• There was no overall theory of change or detailed analysis about how to tackle 
the causes of girls’ marginalisation in education through policy dialogue and 
programming.

• Most of DFID’s country operational plans include a focus on girls’ education.

Follow-up findings

DFID’s new education policy includes a strong focus on reaching marginalised girls. 
Equity has been introduced into DFID’s value for money guidance and DFID has made 
efforts to ensure the Girls’ Education Challenge is better aligned with its in-country 
programmes.

The effects of 
DFID’s cash transfer 

programmes on poverty 
and vulnerability (2017)

An impact review 
assessing the effects of 
DFID’S cash transfers on 
poverty and vulnerability 

and its contribution to 
the development of 

sustainable, nationally 
owned cash transfer 

systems.

Key findings

• DFID’s cash transfers have succeeded in their core objective of raising income and 
consumption levels, but show more variable results against secondary objectives 
such as improving health and education.

• DFID committed to strengthening national cash transfer systems but lacked a 
strategic approach to technical assistance for partner governments.

• DFID’s cash transfer programming offers a good value for money case, and should be 
scaled up. 

• The cash transfer programmes we reviewed had a strong commitment to 
empowering women, but did not sufficiently identify, monitor or mitigate the risks 
of negative unintended consequences, such as the threat of domestic abuse against 
vulnerable women beneficiaries.

Follow-up findings

We recommended that DFID scale up its contributions to cash transfer programmes 
where there is appropriate national government commitment. DFID only partially 
accepted this recommendation and ICAI expressed its concern about a perceived shift 
away from financial support to national social protection programmes. DFID informs us 
that its current approach is to decide on the appropriate mix of support on a case-by-
case basis.

A five-year £19 million gender and social protection programme has been approved, and 
there is stronger guidance on assessing and monitoring safeguarding risks.

AMBER/
RED

GREEN/
AMBER
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DFID’s approach 
to disability in 

development (2018)

A rapid review assessing 
whether DFID has 

developed an appropriate 
approach to disability and 

development, and how 
well DFID is identifying 

and filling knowledge and 
data gaps on disability in 

development.

Key findings

• DFID has made a useful start and is scaling up activities ahead of the global disability 
summit, but a step change is needed to mainstream disability across the department.

• DFID’s disability-targeted programming in key sectors is too modest in scale and 
reach to be likely to deliver transformational results.

• DFID is a leader in promoting disability in the global development agenda.

• DFID is now planning a substantial Disability Inclusive Development programme. 
However, DFID staff have limited guidance on how to address disability in 
programming. A helpdesk is to be introduced in 2018.

Follow-up findings

DFID has introduced a comprehensive Disability Inclusion Strategy. This sets standards 
for all business units and covers DFID’s approach and culture, the engagement and 
empowerment of people with disabilities, influencing others, programming, and data 
and evidence.

A new Disability Inclusion Delivery Board will meet quarterly to monitor progress, and 
DFID will publish an annual assessment of progress against the standards. The Strategy 
has targets for the home civil service to increase the proportion of staff with disability 
to the rate in the UK working age population as a whole. DFID has begun to build up its 
expertise on disability inclusion, but needs to take further measures. 

We are still expecting further progress on working with disabled people’s organisations 
and analysing local barriers to disability inclusion.

DFID’s contribution to 
improving maternal 

health (2018)

An impact review assessing 
how well DFID maximised 

the medium- and long-term 
impact of its investments 

in maternal health 
programming over the 2011-
15 results framework period 

with specific reference to 
Malawi and the DRC. 

Key findings

• DFID's family planning programmes have expanded the availability of sexual and 
reproductive health services for women. However, there were considerable 
challenges involved in ensuring a regular supply of contraceptives to health clinics in 
developing countries.

• DFID has invested in strengthening basic health services, including some that are 
important for improving maternal health. However, they are yet to make a significant 
difference to the quality of services offered to women.

• DFID had limited focus on reaching the poorest, youngest and most vulnerable 
women through its programming or monitoring.

• DFID’s global advocacy in sustaining international progress on reproductive health 
and rights has been strong. However, there is an emphasis on short-term impact 
goals, limited sustainability strategies and potential displacement of some public 
sector family planning provision.

Follow-up findings

Not yet followed up.

Not 
scored

AMBER/
RED
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Jobs and economic growth

The cross-government 
Prosperity Fund (2017)

A rapid review assessing 
what progress has been 

made in putting in place the 
governance arrangements, 

systems and procedures 
required for the Fund 
to allocate resources 

effectively and with good 
value for money.

Key findings

• A major challenge facing the Fund is demonstrating impact and value for money against 
both its primary purpose and its secondary benefits to international and UK businesses.

• It has not operated so far in a fully transparent manner. There is limited information in 
the public domain about its strategy and ways of working.

• The Fund is subcontracting its monitoring, reporting, evaluation and learning functions 
to contractors. There is a risk of poor integration with management and poor learning 
at portfolio and programme levels.

• There was a lack of clarity between governance and bidding roles, leading to a 
perception that some departments may have privileged access to the Fund’s resources.

• While the Fund had set out broad thematic and geographical priorities, the actual 
distribution of resources will be determined by which bids are received and pass 
technical scrutiny. There is a risk of this resulting in a fragmented portfolio that is unable 
to achieve portfolio-level strategic impact.

Follow-up findings

The Treasury has extended the lifetime of the Prosperity Fund by two years, and slightly 
reduced its total planned spending from £1.3 billion to £1.22 billion. 

The Fund has developed portfolio-level indicators and associated systems for measuring 
results and learning from experience. It updates its theory of change annually and has 
appointed two monitoring, evaluation and learning service providers. There is now a 
procurement framework in place, with conflict of interest assessments undertaken in 
cases of potential risks.

Ownership of official development assistance (ODA) compliance has been formally 
clarified. Spending departments are responsible for ensuring that spending meets ODA 
eligibility requirements and, as appropriate, provisions of the International Development 
Act (IDA) on poverty alleviation and gender equality.

DFID’s approach to 
supporting inclusive 

growth in Africa (2017)

A learning review assessing 
how well DFID has gone 

about learning what 
works in the promotion of 
economic development in 

Africa.

Key findings

• DFID engaged in a concerted effort to build its knowledge and expertise on 
economic development, and its strategy has become progressively clearer and more 
ambitious as a result.

• While recognising that the inclusive growth diagnostics were an important step 
forward, DFID still has some way to go in developing country portfolios that reflect 
robust in-country diagnostics and learning from programming.

• DFID showed increasing ambition towards economic transformation, and the new 
strategy has set out some good foundations, including politically smart approaches, 
context-specific programming and economic inclusion. While there are substantial 
challenges ahead in implementing these commitments, the approach is relevant and 
credible.

Follow-up findings

DFID is beginning a drive to disaggregate its results data and track distributional impact, 
and the new Country Development Diagnostic has a strong emphasis on inclusion. 

A number of research programmes are under way, designed to generate a better 
understanding of which institutions matter for inclusive economic growth. Some 
recently designed programmes include a stronger focus on distributional impacts.

Not 
scored
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DFID’s transport and 
urban infrastructure 
investments (2018)

A performance review 
assessing whether DFID 

has a coherent approach 
to its transport and urban 

infrastructure work, its 
effectiveness in support 
for transport and urban 

infrastructure development 
in partner countries, and 
how well it uses bilateral 
programmes to enhance 

the effectiveness and value 
for money of other sources 

of infrastructure finance.

Key findings

• DFID has a clear approach to selecting transport and urban infrastructure 
investments that support economic growth. However, the approach to poverty 
reduction and the inclusion of women and marginalised groups is inconsistent.

• DFID has an active approach to managing value for money across the portfolio. 
However, there is a mixed pattern of results and inadequate monitoring of 
safeguarding practices.

• DFID invests in research on transport infrastructure to promote knowledge on cross-
cutting issues, such as road safety, and to influence standards and practices across 
the sector. It has a number of knowledge-based partnerships with the World Bank. 

Follow-up findings

Not yet followed up.

CDC’s investments in 
low-income and fragile 

states (2019)

A performance review 
exploring how well CDC has 

reoriented its investment 
approach and portfolio 

to achieve development 
impact in low-income and 

fragile states, while still 
delivering its intended 

financial return.

Key findings

• CDC has made important progress since 2012 in reorienting its strategy and plans, 
and transforming the organisation, to meet the challenge of achieving both 
development impact and financial returns in more challenging markets. However, 
the transition is not yet complete and many important initiatives are at an early stage.

• CDC has made progress in redirecting its capital towards priority sectors in 
lower-income and fragile countries. However, most of these investments were 
concentrated in a few of the larger economies in this category. CDC did not do 
enough to maximise the impact of its investments for most of the review period.

• CDC’s learning efforts are not yet sufficiently adapted to its ambition to deliver 
development impact at scale in low-income and fragile states. There are weaknesses 
and gaps in evaluation.

Follow-up findings

Not yet followed up.

AMBER/
RED
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Conflict, security and global threats

The UK’s aid response 
to irregular migration 

in the central 
Mediterranean (2017)

A rapid review exploring 
what progress has been 

made in developing a 
relevant and effective 

aid response to irregular 
migration. 

Key findings

• The government has not yet settled on a well-defined migration portfolio and it is 
therefore difficult to assess the level of expenditure. Cross-departmental approaches 
to addressing the root causes of migration are still under development, and have not 
yet fully absorbed research findings on the causes of irregular migration.

• There has been valuable investment in research, appropriate efforts to shape the 
international response to irregular migration, and promising initial development 
work on refugee compacts.

• Monitoring and evaluation arrangements were not robust enough to identify the 
complex links between development programmes and migration patterns.

• There were risks of inadvertent harm in the portfolio, particularly in DFID’s work with 
the Libyan coastguard and detention centres, and more attention was needed in 
monitoring human rights risks. 

Follow-up findings

Research has been commissioned to inform evidence-based programming on why people 
migrate and there is now guidance on how to categorise migration-related programming.

DFID's new flagship programme, the Safety, Support and Solutions Programme for 
Refugees and Migrants 2, has developed a strong theory of change with an approach 
addressing issues arising along the whole migration route. It has a four-tier monitoring 
and evaluation plan in place. DFID has recently decided not to go ahead with plans for a 
fifth tier, which would have been an independent evaluation.

Both DFID and the Conflict, Stability and Security Fund (CSSF) have taken measures to 
ensure that programmes identify, assess and mitigate potential risks of human rights 
violations and other forms of harm.

UK aid in a conflict-
affected country: 

Reducing conflict and 
fragility in Somalia 

(2017)

A performance review 
assessing the performance 
of the UK aid programme 

over the past five years 
in tackling conflict and 
fragility in Somalia. It 

explores the relevance of 
the overall approach, the 

effectiveness of aid delivery 
and the quality of learning. 

Key findings

• The UK has significantly improved its ability to deliver aid in Somalia, leading to a 
more rapid and flexible aid response.

• The aid programme is well aligned to the National Security Council (NSC) strategy 
and it reports against the NSC’s results framework. However, inclusion, human rights 
and gender equality were not sufficiently mainstreamed across the aid programme. 

• The UK aid programmes in Somalia have a good record of delivering their planned 
activities and outputs. Of the 25 programmes in our sample, 18 have achieved or 
are likely to achieve their outputs, for four it is too early to tell, while three appear 
unlikely to succeed.

• The CSSF lacked a clear framework of fragility-related outcomes and meaningful 
performance data, but was quick to identify and terminate unsuccessful projects.

• DFID Somalia has a good focus on learning at the country office level, which is 
becoming more systematic. There is evidence of improved practices in a number 
of areas, including financial assurance and fraud prevention. However, a more 
active learning approach needs to be built into programmes to support adaptive 
management.

Follow-up findings

There is a range of new research and analysis, including a new Joint Analysis of Conflict 
for Somaliland and a macro-level analysis of conflict risks and conflict drivers for Somalia. 
There is a cluster of new learning initiatives and research on what works, initiated by 
both DFID and the CSSF and involving cross-government collaboration. DFID has begun 
an initiative to improve inclusion of marginalised groups, but this has not yet led to 
noticeable changes in practice.

GREEN/
AMBER
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The UK aid response to 
global health threats 

(2018)

A learning review looking 
at how the UK government 

has developed a strategy 
and a portfolio of 

programmes on global 
health threats, building in 
particular on the lessons 
learned from the Ebola 

outbreak. It assesses how 
effectively the government 

has implemented this 
strategy, and how it is using 

learning to inform future 
activity.

Key findings

• The UK developed a coherent framework for addressing global health threats, 
backed by strong evidence of need, as well as a relevant portfolio of programmes 
and influencing activities. However, there is a need to build greater links between the 
government’s global health threats work and strengthening national health systems.

• The UK has shown international leadership on global health threats. It has been 
influential in encouraging the World Health Organization to reform and securing 
global policy commitments on antimicrobial resistance. DFID and the Department 
of Health and Social Care have collaborated effectively to promote improved 
international data gathering and assessment mechanisms during disease outbreaks. 
However, there is a general need for improvements in cross-government 
collaboration and communication.

• The UK government has not followed through with sufficiently robust evaluation and 
knowledge dissemination practices.

Follow-up findings

DFID and the Department of Health and Social Care are in the process of developing a 
new strategic framework for global health security based on the internationally agreed 
language of ‘Prevent, Detect, Respond’. They plan to share it externally when completed. 

The UK government is carrying out reviews of what works through programmes. Shared 
learning is taking place between DFID and the Department of Health and Social Care.

The Global Health Oversight Group has expanded its membership to include all 
government departments and agencies involved in delivering the government’s 
objectives for global health security. There has been close collaboration between 
government departments and agencies on the two outbreaks of Ebola that have 
occurred in the DRC since the review.

DFID and Public Health England are working closely together on strengthening 
International Health Regulation compliance in targeted countries. 

Building resilience to 
natural disasters (2018)

A performance review 
assessing the effectiveness 

of DFID’s approach to 
building resilience. It 

analyses how well DFID 
conducted its resilience 

mainstreaming process and 
how its programmes are 
contributing to building 

resilience.

Key findings

• DFID’s mainstreaming of resilience across its country offices and programmes has 
been broadly effective. However, the absence of mandatory requirements, the 
withdrawal of central support and the lack of monitoring and reporting create a risk 
that progress to date on mainstreaming resilience may not be sustained.

• DFID plays an important role in convening development partners and improving 
coordination on resilience to natural disasters, and its centrally managed 
programmes have strengthened global action on resilience.

• DFID has made an important contribution to knowledge on resilience to natural 
disasters at the global level. Nonetheless, DFID has not given enough emphasis to 
capturing and disseminating results from its own programming. 

Follow-up findings

The Country Development Diagnostic (CDD) process has resilience as one of its core 
elements, with guidance notes to country offices on how to cover resilience issued at 
the start of the process.

Key performance indicator 4 (resilience) has been revised and relaunched.

DFID joined the Advisory Board of the Resilience Evidence for Decisions in Development 
Initiative and has extended a secondment to the Global Resilience Partnership (GRP) 
to the end of 2019, recognising the value of the GRP as a forum for sharing learning on 
resilience measurement and other issues.

The CDD process has the potential to provide an indication of how country offices are 
seeking to address risks and strengthen resilience.

GREEN/
AMBER
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The Conflict, Stability 
and Security Fund’s aid 

spending (2018)

A performance review 
assessing whether the 
CSSF takes a relevant 
and evidence-based 

approach to spending ODA 
on addressing conflict, 

instability and insecurity, 
whether its programming 

is likely to be effective, and 
how well it is learning from 
the available evidence and 

its own experience.

Key findings

• The CSSF is well informed on ODA eligibility rules and has effective procedures to 
ensure that they are met.

• The CSSF’s aid programming is aligned with the UK aid strategy. It has helped to 
deliver on the government’s commitment to increase funding to address conflict and 
instability.

• The Fund is weaker at ensuring that the totality of its aid programming is greater than 
the sum of its parts and at working towards the end goal of sustainable peace and 
stability.

• The CSSF had inadequate results management processes, with basic information on 
what the programmes had achieved either missing or incomplete in almost all the 
programmes we reviewed.

• The CSSF had introduced some internal learning processes, including regular 
programme reviews and regional and global learning events. However, there 
are inadequate procedures for capturing, using and disseminating evidence and 
knowledge beyond individual projects and country portfolios.

Follow-up findings

The CSSF has significantly strengthened its programme-level theories of change. It is 
incorporating influencing objectives into its theories of change, and further developing 
its Political Access and Influencing tool to support both monitoring and flexible decision 
making.

The CSSF has strengthened its guidance and training, and introduced new processes, 
related to the identification, management and mitigation of risks of doing harm.

There is more substantive engagement with implementing partners and other donors, 
and there is the beginning of a few internal communities of practice.

The UK’s humanitarian 
support to Syria (2018)

A performance review 
assessing the effectiveness 
of UK humanitarian aid in 

Syria from the beginning of 
the crisis response in 2012 
to the present. It explores 

how well DFID has identified 
and reached those in need, 
whether it has managed its 
operations efficiently and 

how well it has learned from 
experience.

Key findings

• DFID’s humanitarian response in Syria has improved significantly over time and is now 
delivering to communities and households in severe need across a much larger share 
of the country.

• Since DFID began in 2014 to move out of emergency response mode and provide 
more management resources for its Syria operations, there have been significant 
improvements in its partner selection and engagement, reporting processes and 
fiduciary risk management. However, there are still gaps that need to be addressed, 
particularly regarding independent monitoring, support for Syrian partners and 
safeguarding.

• While DFID Syria has adapted its management processes during the crisis, there is 
little evidence that DFID is systematically drawing on this at a central level to inform 
its response to future complex crises.

• DFID has improved its assessment and monitoring of value for money. However, 
we found few instances as yet of DFID using this data to secure improvements in 
economy or efficiency.

Follow-up findings

DFID Syria has completed a Knowledge for Development desk-based research project 
that mapped beneficiary feedback mechanisms and their usage in Syria. DFID has funded 
an international non-governmental organisation (NGO) delivery partner to build the 
organisational capacity of one leading Syrian NGO.

DFID Syria has developed criteria and guidance for staff commissioning research studies. 
It continues to share experience and lessons learned on an individual level through 
professional networks, the advisory cadre and other forums.

AMBER/
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The UK’s approach 
to funding the UN 

humanitarian system 
(2018)

A performance review 
exploring how well DFID 
has used its position as a 
major donor to improve 

the value for money 
and effectiveness of 

humanitarian aid spent 
through UN agencies.

Key findings

• DFID has pursued a clear and well-justified set of reform objectives for the UN 
humanitarian agencies. DFID has introduced a number of innovations in its funding 
practices to encourage better performance by UN humanitarian agencies.

• DFID has used its core funding to encourage managerial reforms in UN humanitarian 
agencies, and there is evidence of improvements in areas such as monitoring results 
and risk management. DFID’s strong focus on value for money has also encouraged 
the agencies to monitor unit costs and identify ways of improving efficiency.

• DFID has played a key role in the growing use of cash in humanitarian response, 
which doubled in volume between 2014 and 2016 to $2.8 billion.

• DFID has been vocal in encouraging UN agencies to ensure that their implementing 
partners had appropriate safeguarding policies in place.

• DFID’s payment by results mechanism was introduced without bringing other donors 
on board.

Follow-up findings

Not yet followed up.

International climate 
finance: UK aid for low-

carbon development 
(2019)

A performance review 
assessing the contribution 
of UK International Climate 

Finance since 2016 in 
promoting low-carbon 

development (mitigation) 
in developing countries. It 
explores the coherence of 
the UK’s overall approach, 

how successful it has 
been at influencing other 

contributors and whether it 
is learning and adapting.

Key findings

• The UK has made strategic choices about which multilateral initiatives to support, 
helping to build a more coherent climate finance architecture. There are well-
designed processes to ensure that investments match national priorities.

• While BEIS has a clear strategy for promoting low-carbon development in countries 
with large or rapidly growing emissions and DFID has a clear strategy for the energy 
sector, DFID’s approach to integrating low-carbon development across its portfolio 
more generally is unconvincing.  

• There has been substantial investment in results measurement and knowledge 
generation, and the UK’s influencing of multilateral partners to strengthen results 
measurement. There are, however, important issues still to be resolved around how 
learning is used to inform portfolio and programme management.

• The UK is delivering a good pattern of results on influencing international climate 
finance and supporting the mobilisation of private investment for low-carbon 
development. The lack of a clear public narrative for International Climate Finance, 
however, may hinder broader engagement and uptake that could further its 
effectiveness.

Follow-up findings

Not yet followed up.
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Changing strategic direction of UK aid

Global Challenges 
Research Fund (2017)

A rapid review on the 
emerging structures 

and processes, to assess 
whether they are strong 

enough to ensure a relevant 
and effective development 

research portfolio that 
provides value for money.

Key findings

• The rapid development of the Global Challenges Research Fund (GCRF) has meant 
that some aspects of its strategy, governance arrangements and procedures are not 
yet clear or strong enough.

• There are good levels of communication between the GCRF and other UK 
development research initiatives. However, there is no formal coordination structure 
across these initiatives that would clarify their respective roles and promote 
coordination.

• The GCRF is yet to develop a theory of change or criteria for assessing its own overall 
performance and value for money. 

• The GCRF’s weaknesses in strategic direction are linked to its highly decentralised 
structure.

• The research councils, academies and the UK Space Agency had developed robust 
procedures for ensuring ODA eligibility. However, there are concerns about GCRF 
funding spent through the four regional funding councils as block grants to higher 
education institutions.

Follow-up findings

BEIS has strengthened its analytical capability and oversight over its GCRF portfolio with 
the appointment of dedicated staff and the formation of a new Portfolio and Operations 
Management Board.

UKRI has identified six thematic portfolios, appointed nine GCRF Challenge Leaders, 
set up 12 interdisciplinary research hubs, led a series of Global Engagement events 
in Colombia, Kenya, India and South Africa, launched a call for Global Engagement 
Networks and set up an international development peer review college. 

A theory of change has been developed in collaboration with delivery partners and work 
is being undertaken to develop key performance indicators to enable monitoring of 
outcomes individually and across the whole portfolio.

The cross-government Strategic Coherence for ODA-funded Research (SCOR) Board 
was established in December 2017 with the appointment of an independent chair.

The Newton Fund (2019)

A performance review 
assessing how effective 

the Fund is at promoting 
international research and 

innovation partnerships 
to achieve development 

results and whether there 
is sufficient assurance that 
the use of funds passes the 
eligibility criteria for ODA. 

Key findings

• The Newton Fund lacks a coherent system for monitoring or capturing development 
outcomes and therefore has limited evidence on the results of its work so far, 
hampering efforts at cross-Fund learning. There are no key performance indicators 
or other monitoring mechanisms at Fund level.

• BEIS has provided little effective oversight or management of the Newton 
Fund, resulting in a number of weaknesses, including a lack of transparency and 
accountability, weak coordination within and across country partnerships, and the 
lack of a coherent approach to securing value for money.

• Newton Fund partnerships are producing some excellent research outcomes and 
are succeeding in strengthening partnerships between UK research and innovation 
institutions and their counterparts in a number of countries.

• However, we found that the Newton Fund does not have a strong approach to 
maximising development impact across the portfolio and that its secondary 
objectives have often been the main driver of its choice of partnerships, research 
themes and approach.

Follow-up findings

Not yet followed up.

Not 
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Cross-cutting reviews

DFID’s approach to 
managing fiduciary 

risk in conflict-affected 
environments (2016)

A performance review 
assessing fiduciary risk 

management at corporate, 
country portfolio and 
programme levels. It 

explores the different 
aspects of fiduciary risk 
management, how DFID 

sets its fiduciary risk 
appetite and makes risk-

based decisions, and how 
well it learns about fiduciary 

risk management.

Key findings

• The risk assessments demonstrate a good degree of country-relevant knowledge. 
DFID has a good understanding of the issues, demonstrating a hands-on familiarity 
with fiduciary risks and risk management processes and an awareness of the need for 
evidence-based decisions.

• In individual programmes reviewed, fiduciary risks identified in business cases are 
consistently addressed in programme design.

• Most DFID programmes are taking appropriate and proportionate action to mitigate 
risk.

• There were good examples of learning within and between country offices on 
fiduciary risk management and good practices being shared among country offices. 
However, these learning processes are relatively unstructured and result in an 
uneven uptake of good practice.

• DFID introduced some innovative remote monitoring practices in conflict-affected 
zones, but is not systematically monitoring residual fiduciary risk. Monitoring of 
multilateral implementing partners is a particular area of concern. 

• DFID has variable oversight of fiduciary risk issues down its delivery chain. However, 
DFID staff and partners lack clarity about when risk is transferred to implementers.

• The combination of high risk appetite and zero-tolerance approach to fraud and 
corruption is not consistently understood across DFID.

Follow-up findings

DFID has updated its staff training on risk management and due diligence and has 
developed new tools and guidance on risk appetite and balancing risk and return. We 
have seen some evidence of improved risk monitoring at both the central and country 
levels.

DFID has had a new approach to delivery chain mapping since 2016, but does not yet 
have the tools to monitor compliance down the delivery chain. It is currently exploring 
options to improve delivery chain mapping.
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UK aid’s contribution to 
tackling tax avoidance 

and evasion (2016)

A learning review assessing 
DFID’s influencing work 

and capacity building, on 
international tax, along with 
a number of other centrally 

managed programmes in 
tax and development.

Key findings

• DFID had only limited success in making international tax processes more inclusive.

• DFID leads the campaign for more donor support for capacity building although this 
is yet to produce significant results.

• DFID supports implementation of the new tax standards through a number of 
centrally managed programmes. DFID’s influencing approach and its capacity 
building support on international tax have not been based on clear analyses 
of developing country needs, or on how international tax initiatives should be 
sequenced with broader reforms to domestic tax systems.

• DFID worked well with HM Revenue & Customs (HMRC) and the Treasury on 
influencing and has developed a promising model for collaboration on capacity 
building.

• There were value for money concerns with aspects of DFID’s capacity-building 
support.

• DFID had not actively pursued policy coherence for development in the tax arena.

• We saw little evidence of DFID’s tax team drawing on available research while setting 
its own priorities, in its dialogue across the UK government, or with external partners. 
DFID did not establish explicit objectives for its influencing work on international tax, 
or any method of assessing its impact.

Follow-up findings

Work under way to develop a new diagnostic tool and in-country medium-term revenue 
strategies amounts to a good response. DFID, the Treasury and HMRC have developed 
useful new guidance for tax capacity building.

DFID informs us that there has been further progress since our follow-up, including a 
new package of support covering both international and domestic tax issues announced 
in February 2019 as part of DFID’s commitment under the Addis Tax Initiative.

AMBER/
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When aid relationships 
change: DFID’s 

approach to managing 
exit and transition 
in its development 
partnerships (2016)

A performance review 
exploring how well DFID 

managed the process 
of exiting from bilateral 
aid and, in some cases, 

transitioning to new 
development partnerships. 

Key findings

• DFID had no standard approach to managing exit or transition. 

• DFID was necessarily and appropriately focused on implementing the government’s 
decision in 2011 to consolidate the aid programme through orderly exit. However, in 
countries where it set out to transition to a new development partnership, DFID did 
not articulate clearly what that new partnership would consist of and how it might be 
developed. DFID’s communication around the continuation of aid funding could have 
been made clearer, both to the public at home and in the recipient country.

• DFID had not systematically captured lessons from its transition experience at either 
country or central level. Sharing of learning was informal in nature and limited in 
scope. The lack of learning reflected the absence of a central point in DFID for 
coordinating, supporting or learning lessons on transition.

• While some of the core tasks of ending bilateral aid programmes were handled 
well, the process was deficient in a number of areas, including skills management, 
communications and relationship management.

Follow-up findings

DFID has developed two versions of the CDD, one of which is a Rising Powers Diagnostic 
targeted at seven identified countries or regions: China, India, South Africa, Brazil, 
Indonesia, Turkey and the Gulf region. 

DFID has also just finalised its development of six working principles for transition, with 
accompanying guidance material for how to incorporate these in the business planning 
process. There is now a central point of responsibility for transition as well as a central 
learning hub. 

DFID has not yet shared its working principles with other government departments and 
there has been no significant action on improving coordination between the various 
departments involved in developing and transitioning the UK’s partnerships with rising 
powers and other middle-income countries. 

ODA reporting, including when spent by other government departments, is on an 
improving trajectory. However, DFID could be clearer when communicating to the 
public what it means to end financial aid.

Achieving value 
for money through 

procurement 

Part 1: DFID’s approach 
to its supplier market 

(2017)

A performance review 
assessing whether DFID 

influences and shapes its 
supplier market in order to 
improve value for money 

over time. 

Key findings

• DFID worked to improve communication with suppliers, including through an annual 
supplier conference and 61 early market engagement events in 2016-17. DFID has 
also been developing market-shaping strategies in particular sectors and countries 
which present their own procurement challenges and is in the process of increasing 
transparency over supplier costs and profits.

• The bulk of DFID’s market-shaping initiatives are still in process and not yet mature 
enough to have had a significant impact on the market. There are a range of features 
of DFID’s procurement that may make it more difficult for new entrants to challenge 
existing suppliers. DFID contracts are often large and complex, despite some decline 
in average size in recent years.

• There is evidence of learning in a range of areas. DFID has also improved its 
communications with suppliers on a number of levels. However, the learning process 
is still held back by weaknesses in DFID’s management information systems.

Follow-up findings

Not yet followed up.
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DFID’s approach 
to value for money 
in programme and 

portfolio management 
(2018)

A performance review 
exploring DFID’s value 

for money approach, its 
progress on embedding 
value for money into its 
management processes 

and whether its efforts are 
in fact helping to improve 

value for money. 

Key findings

• The value for money approach has become more comprehensive over time, with 
greater emphasis on the quality as well as the quantity of results, despite measurement 
challenges. However, DFID has yet to develop methods for assessing value for money 
across different target groups, to inform operational decision making. 

• DFID’s value for money approach has a strong focus on controlling costs and holding 
implementers to account for efficient delivery. However, DFID’s results system is not 
currently oriented towards measuring or reporting on long-term transformative change.

• Value for money has been thoroughly integrated into DFID’s programme management. 
However, there are significant gaps in the management of country portfolios. There is 
no system for reporting and capturing results at that level.

• DFID is diligent at pursuing incremental improvements in value for money at programme 
level. However, we found few examples of efficiency measures that went beyond cost to 
consider options for new and better ways of doing things.

Follow-up findings

Since March 2018, DFID has been conducting a wide-ranging review of its results 
management, with both internal and external consultations, with a view to developing a 
better way of reflecting results and value for money at country portfolio level. It is too early 
to see the results of this work.

DFID is working with ODI to develop a value for money approach for adaptive programmes 
and is participating in the global monitoring round on development effectiveness. 

DFID has revised its annual review template, which requires annual reviews to look in more 
detail at the assumptions outlined in the business case.

DFID’s governance work 
in Nepal and Uganda 

(2018)

A performance review 
exploring the relevance 

and effectiveness of DFID’s 
support to strengthening 

governance in two 
countries – Nepal and 
Uganda – since 2009.

Key findings

• DFID’s governance work in Nepal and Uganda is well aligned with the UK government’s 
priorities of increasing stability and promoting economic development. In both countries 
DFID’s programming has included a strong focus on post-conflict development, working 
to improve services and livelihoods in conflict-affected areas. However, there were some 
inconsistencies in decision making on individual programmes. 

• DFID’s programme designs are generally informed by research and experience from 
past programming. There was less evidence that they adapt during implementation 
in response to lessons learned. DFID lacked the sufficient mechanisms for sharing 
experience between programmes and implementing partners.

• DFID’s work was most effective where it sustained its engagement with particular 
institutions or policy issues over several programme cycles. DFID pursues governance 
objectives within its broader programming, such as on health, education and climate 
change. However, DFID’s evidence base on results is not strong enough and it could do 
more to track the cumulative impacts of its programming.

Follow-up findings

A new Governance Position Paper sets out four ‘shifts’ in DFID’s governance approach, 
including: thinking and working politically across all initiatives, integrating governance 
for growth, stability and inclusion, being confident in the UK’s values, and keeping DFID at 
the cutting edge of governance work. Country offices will be supported to put these into 
practice through the development of guidance, expertise and tools. It is too early to tell what 
the impact of this will be on country-level planning.

Both country offices have increased their engagement with partners since the review. In 
the case of Nepal, DFID is establishing three new Project Coherence Units that will include a 
focus on developing and maintaining relationships with partners close to delivery. In Uganda, 
the governance team now has a dedicated programme manager, freeing up time for core 
technical tasks and advocacy activities.

There is the beginning of a Governance Portfolio Dashboard developed by Governance, 
Open Societies and Anti-Corruption Department, but this is not yet a learning platform.

Not 
scored
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Achieving value 
for money through 

procurement 

Part 2: DFID’s approach 
to value for money 

through tendering and 
contract management 

(2018)

A performance review 
examining whether DFID 

maximises value for money 
from suppliers through its 

tendering and contract 
management practices. 

Key findings

• Overall, DFID’s approach is consistent with UK government guidance and applicable 
legislation, with the potential to deliver significant improvements in value for money.

• While DFID has a well-established programme management process to guide 
aid delivery through third parties, the commercial and contractual aspects of its 
management of suppliers are not well articulated.

• DFID boosted its commercial capacity and introduced new tools and processes but 
has not always chosen the most appropriate procurement process from among the 
options permitted by the law. One significant gap in DFID’s capacity is the lack of an 
integrated management information system to record all aspects of the procurement 
process.

Follow-up findings

Not yet followed up.

DFID’s partnerships 
with civil society 

organisations (2019)

A performance review 
assessing how well DFID 
partners with and funds 

civil society organisations 
(CSOs). It also looks 
at whether the UK 

government’s broader 
influencing work on 

promoting civil society is 
achieving the objectives 

set out in the Civil Society 
Partnership Review.

Key findings

• DFID and the wider UK government have committed to tackling the global decline 
of civic space through international influencing activities and supporting CSOs in 
country contexts. However, there is currently no clear approach to achieving this.

• DFID’s views and commitments regarding the role and importance of CSOs are 
coherent, consistent and persuasive, and broadly shared among donors and 
practitioners in the development and humanitarian assistance community.

• DFID funding to support CSOs’ delivery of development and humanitarian 
interventions generally had positive results. However, the current approach to 
funding does not empower CSOs to achieve the best possible project results. Weak 
process management has caused frequent and lengthy delays and disruptions to 
plans, which have impacted the effective delivery of projects.

• There is a lack of effort to fill knowledge gaps on the impact of different funding 
types before setting up new central funding instruments, combined with insufficient 
sharing and uptake of learning and innovations.

Follow-up findings

Not yet followed up.
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