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1. Introduction: Development cooperation in a time of

disruption

If there is a single word that describes the landscape of development cooperation' over
the last decade, it is disruption. Extreme weather events and global pandemics spared
no country and compounded vulnerabilities for resource-constrained communities
(World Economic Forum, 2025; OECD, 2023a; Fund for Peace, 2022). Hot conflicts
became more numerous and cyclical, threatening long-term development gains across
continents (Ero and Atwood, 2024; Palik et al., 2022). Intensified geopolitical
competition encouraged countries to be more transactional in their foreign policy, with
development as a venue for contestation (lkenberry, 2025; Aly et al., 2025). Inequality
within countries rose, even as it fell between countries, fueling distrust in institutions
and apathy towards democracy (UN, n.d.; Wike and Fetterolf, 2021).

To navigate this decade of disruption, leaders in low- and middle-income countries
mobilized domestic resources and ingenuity at home while partnering with many
external development partners—bilateral aid agencies and multilateral
organizations—from abroad. This report analyzes the performance of these external
development partners in delivering value to those who rely on their policy advice or
financial assistance. It surfaces 360-degree feedback on performance from the
perspective of public, private, and civil society leaders who make and shape
development policies in the Global South. It does not attempt to synthesize or
duplicate the array of studies that assess aid’s effectiveness at the project, community,
or portfolio level. Nor does this publication replicate critical global trends analysis of
leading institutions that assess risks, monitor progress, and track hotspots of poverty

and deprivation.

For more than a decade, AidData (a research lab at William & Mary's Global Research
Institute) has been at the forefront of efforts to help development partners better
respond to the priorities, preferences, and perspectives of counterparts in low- and
middle-income countries. In this report, we bring together for the first time four of our
global Listening to Leaders (LtL) surveys conducted at critical intervals during this
decade of disruption in 2014, 2017, 2020, and 2024. These surveys covered a wide
range of topics, some of which will be analyzed in subsequent publications. In this
report, we focus on a subset of responses related to three perception-based measures

of how leaders interact with international development partners:

' By development cooperation, we refer to helping countries catalyze long-term social and economic progress in their
societies.



e Footprint: From which development partners do Global South leaders receive
advice or assistance, and how has this evolved?

e Influence: Which development partners are most and least influential in shaping
the domestic policy priorities of leaders in the Global South—and why?

e Helpfulness: Which development partners do Global South leaders consider
most and least helpful in implementing policy changes in their countries, and

why?

The answers to these questions are valuable in several use cases. Development partners
can use this information to optimize future assistance efforts. Global South leaders and
watchdog groups can leverage this data to inform dialogue with development partners
over reforms to make assistance more accountable and responsive. In a world where
multiple powers jockey for competitive advantage, policymakers may also find these
insights useful for conversations about whether and under what conditions

development finance helps them project global influence.

In the remainder of this chapter, we provide more information about how we use the
Listening to Leadlers survey to answer our three research questions by describing (i) who
participated in the survey, (i) which development partners they evaluated, and (iii) on

which dimensions partners were assessed.
1.1 A decade of Listening to Leaders—who, what, and why?

Government officials, private sector leaders, and civil society representatives influence
innumerable decisions that affect their country’s development trajectory and relations
with external partners. Yet, there is a dearth of information readily available about the
preferences and experiences of these influential elites. Over the past decade, AidData
has surveyed public, private, and civil society leaders across 100+ countries and
semi-autonomous territories about their development priorities and experiences
working with various partners. Each survey was conducted online via the Qualtrics

management platform over 4 to 6 weeks.

The four waves of the LtL survey span eleven years (2014-2024), which allows us to
analyze how leaders’ attitudes toward development partners change over time. Of the
20,269 survey responses received from leaders over the years, this report focuses on the
roughly 13,000 responses that rated development partner performance. While we only

briefly introduce the LtL survey here, the technical appendix provides additional detail.



1.1.1 Which leaders?

AidData uses the term “leader” broadly to capture perspectives from a range of
individuals who make or shape development policy across the Global South. A panoply
of polls tracks citizen priorities and attitudes towards foreign powers or institutions in
the general population. It has historically been more difficult to surface the viewpoints
of Global South policymakers who directly interact with the marketplace of
development finance suppliers. Listening to Leaders is uniquely positioned to help
close this gap by focusing on individuals who, because of their positions and expertise,
work most closely with development partners and whose familiarity with these actors

better equips them to evaluate their performance.

Common hurdles in conducting elite surveys include identifying who holds relevant
knowledge to share, contacting these individuals, and motivating them to share their
perspectives. While the true population of Global South leaders involved in making and
shaping development policy is largely unobservable, our methodology produces the
next best thing: a well-defined sampling frame systematically curated over ten years to

roughly represent the population of interest across 23 sectors of development policy.

Rather than the convenience samples used by market research firms, AidData uses
institutional position maps to identify positions and people within government agencies
and organizations who make or shape decisions relevant to our research questions. The
2024 sampling frame included 66,000 individuals representing diverse stakeholder
groups of interest covering 148 countries and semi-autonomous territories. Stakeholder
groups in the sampling frame include: (i) mid-level to senior government officials
working in executive branch agencies; (i) representatives of civil society organizations
(CSOs) and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) who implement projects and
advocate for policies; (iii) leaders of private sector companies; (iv) local representative of
bilateral and multilateral development partners operating in country; (v) independent

experts from universities, think tanks, and media; and (vi) parliamentarians.

Our development of the sampling frame has been relatively consistent over the past
decade. Beyond annual updating, the research team made minimal alterations to four
stakeholder groups across the LtL survey waves, including: government officials, civil
society, private sector, and local development partner representatives. In some cases,
we fine-tuned stakeholder groups to better capture the population of interest. In 2020,
the independent expert category was refined to focus on in-country experts; previously,
it allowed for the inclusion of experts outside the country. A new group for

parliamentarians was added in 2020 but dropped in 2024. AidData expanded the



sampling frame to include additional geographic areas from 126 countries and
territories in 2014, to 141 in 2020, and 148 in 2024 (see Figure 1).

Fielded between February and June 2024, 49,000 individuals successfully received an
email invitation to participate in the 2024 Listening to Leaders survey. Of these
individuals, 3,250 participated for an overall survey response rate of 6.58 percent. Table
1 below summarizes the sampling frame, sample, and response rate information for
each of the four LtL surveys in general, and specifically for the partner performance
module. Individual-level participation rates in email and elite surveys tend to be lower

than those of household and in-person surveys.

Figure 1. Expansion in geographic coverage of the Listening to Leaders Survey,
2014-2024

Status
. Surveyed since 2014
B surveyed since 2020
. New in 2024

Not included




Table 1. Listening to Leaders: Sampling frame and sample for analysis

LtL 2014 LtL 2017  LtL 2020 LtL 2024

(W1) (W2) (W3) (W4)

Number of countries and semi-autonomous 126 126 141 148
territories surveyed

Sampling frame size (approximately) 55,000 58,000 100,000 66,000
Successfully received the email (approximately) 43,000 47,000 84,000 49,000
Respondents who answered any questions 6,744 3,468 6,807 3,250
Response rate overall 15.7% 7.4% 8.1% 6.6%
Respondents who answered questions about the 4,474 1,941 4,046 2,441
influence or helpfulness of any development partner

Response rate for influence/helpfulness module only 10.4% 41% 4.8% 5.0%

Notes: The larger sampling frame in 2020 was due to the inclusion of parliamentarians.

Given imperfect information about the representativeness of our sample vis-a-vis the
sampling frame, AidData mitigates potential bias in our surveys in three ways: (i) we
develop a robust sampling frame of individuals who represent our target population of
interest to ensure there is a large enough set of final respondents to facilitate this
analysis; (ii) we collect data to monitor the demographics of those who receive an
invitation versus those who respond to the survey to assess representativeness; and (iii)
we use non-response weights when computing aggregate statistics (e.g., arithmetic

means) from the survey results.

The LtL surveys offer comparability of responses for a common set of questions about
perceptions of a large field of development partners across waves, between multiple
cohorts of interest (e.g., sector, geography, gender), and using standardized scales. The
sample size is sufficiently large to conduct descriptive trend analysis and test the
explanatory power of donor-level, country-level, and individual factors that may shape
leader perceptions. To facilitate these analyses, AidData leverages anonymized
demographic information provided by the survey respondents (e.g., stakeholder group,?
policy domain, country, education, work experience), along with secondary data sources

for country attributes and development partner financial portfolios.

2 This classification is based on respondent answers to a question about the type of organization they worked for the
longest during the past five years: mid- to senior-level executive branch officials; parliamentarians; civil society
representatives; private sector leaders; representatives of universities, think tanks, and media; and the local
representatives of development partners.



1.1.2 Which development partners?

In this report, we use development partners as an inclusive term to describe a range of
external actors that provide an array of assistance to low- and middle-income
countries—from financial assistance (e.g., grants and loans at varying degrees of
concessionality) to technical assistance (e.g., advisory services and other non-financial
support). A unique advantage of the LtL surveys, compared to agency-specific
instruments or those limited to a subgroup of similar donors, is the opportunity to
assess performance against a broad and diverse field of assistance suppliers, including

bilateral and multilateral actors and traditional and non-traditional players.

In this last decade of disruption, countries have more choices of “non-traditional”
development partners. South-South Cooperation providers, large and small, have
expanded their bilateral assistance efforts and formed new multilateral agencies (Asmus
etal., 2017; UN OSSC, 2024; Bhattacharya et al., 2025). Private philanthropies such as
the Gates Foundation rival sovereign nations in the size of their grant-making (Burgess
and Custer, 2023).2 And international financial markets and private sector companies
supply debt financing and management expertise for Global South leaders (Custer et
al., 2023).

“Traditional” assistance providers, meanwhile, are experiencing disruption. The OECD’s
Development Assistance Committee (DAC) club of advanced economies is
experiencing populist movements and economic slowdowns, which create pressure to
reduce aid budgets and consolidate agencies (Davies, 2025; Aly et al., 2024). Canada,
Australia, and the United Kingdom (UK) closed their independent aid agencies,
integrating aid within their foreign ministries (Mathew and Custer, 2023). In early 2025,
the United States (U.S.) dismantled its U.S. Agency for International Development
(USAID) (White House, 2025a and 2025b; Knickmeyer and Sherman, 2025). Multilaterals
like the United Nations (UN) system and the World Bank (WB) see declining core
contributions from advanced economies, shifting resources to issue-specific vertical
funds, and mounting calls for reform (Hendra, 2024; OECD, 2024; G20, 2024).

AidData asks leaders to identify the development partners who had provided them with
advice or assistance within the last five years before a survey was fielded (e.g., the 2024
survey asked about the 2020 to 2024 period) out of a list of 118 development partners,
including 83 bilateral aid agencies, 32 multilateral development banks or

intergovernmental organizations, and 3 private foundations.* In this report, we examine

% Burgess and Custer (2023) argued that if we compared bilateral OECD DAC donors and private philanthropies, the
Gates Foundation would be the tenth largest donor in the world.

* The full list of development partners in each survey wave is included in the technical appendix.

6



the performance of individual development partners against the full field of players, as
well as compare each partner with those in their closest cohort group: traditional OECD
bilaterals (e.g., Germany, Japan), traditional multilaterals (e.g., UN, WB), non-traditional
bilaterals (e.g., China, Mexico), and non-traditional or Southern-led multilaterals (e.g.,

the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, the Islamic Development Bank).

Although a bilateral actor may be represented by more than one agency, in this report,
we collapse the responses for all agencies flying the same flag into a single, unified
picture for each perception measure.” For example, survey respondents could select up
to four Japanese entities from which they had received advice or assistance: the Japan
Bank for International Cooperation (JBIC), the Japan International Cooperation Agency
(JICA), the Japanese embassy (or consulate-general), and the representative office of
Japan. For the sake of simplicity, we collapse those responses into a single score for
Japan in this report. This analysis only includes performance ratings for development
partners rated by at least 30 respondents. To request more granular information and to
compare multiple agencies representing the same bilateral player, please send inquiries

to info@aiddata.org.

> To collapse responses from individual organizations to the donor country level we take the following approach: if the
respondent engaged with any one of the organizations we consider that he/she engaged with the donor country. The
same logic is applied to the influence and helpfulness measures: if the respondent considered at least one of the
organizations under a donor country’s flag as influential/helpful, we consider that he/she found the donor country
influential/helpful. This process is done only for bilaterals.
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Table 2. Development partners with their acronyms, by cohort

Traditional Bilaterals +
European Union (23)

Non-Traditional
Bilaterals (15)

Traditional Multilaterals (23)

Non-Traditional
Multilaterals (8)

Private
Foundations (2)

Asia-Pacific:

e Australia (AUS)

e Japan (JPN)

o New Zealand (NZL)
e South Korea (KOR)

Europe and Eurasia:

e Austria (AUT)

e Belgium (BEL)

e Denmark (DNK)

e European Union (EU)
e Finland (FIN)

e France (FRA)

e Germany (DEU)

e Ireland (IRL)

o Italy (ITA)

e Luxembourg (LUX)

e Netherlands (NLD)

e Norway (NOR)

e Portugal (PRT)

® Spain (ESP)

e Sweden (SWE)

e Switzerland (CHE)

e United Kingdom (GBR

Western Hemisphere:
e Canada (CAN)
e United States (USA)

Notes: Asterisks (*) denote that these development partners had insufficient sample sizes to meet our threshold of 30 respondents and

Global Development Banks: Asia-Pacific:
e International Finance e China (CHN)
Corporation (IFC) e India (IND)

e International Monetary Fund e Taiwan (TWN)
(IMF)

e Multilateral Investment
Guarantee Agency (MIGA)

e World Bank (WB)

Europe and Eurasia:
e Russia (RUS)
e Turkey (TUR)

Middle East & Africa:
e Israel (ISR)

Regional Development Banks:
o African Development Bank

(AFDB) o Kuwait (KWT)
o Asian Development Bank e Libya (LBY)*
(ADB) e Qatar (QAT)

e European Bank for
Reconstruction and
Development (EBRD)

o Inter-American Development

Bank (IDB)

United Nations System:
e Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO)

e Saudi Arabia (SAU)

o South Africa (ZAF)

e United Arab
Emirates (ARE)

Western Hemisphere:

e Brazil (BRA)
o Mexico (MEX)*
e Venezuela (VEN)*

e International Labor
Organization (ILO)

e United Nations Children’s Fund
(UNICEF)

o United Nations Development
Program (UNDP)

e United Nations Educational,
Scientific, and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO)

¢ United Nations Population
Fund (UNFPA),

e United Nations Environment
Program (UNEP)

e United Nations Program on
HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS)

e World Food Program (WFP)

o World Health Organization
(WHO)

Vertical Funds:

o GAVI, the Vaccine Alliance
(GAVI)

e Green Climate Fund (GCF)

o Global Environment Facility
(GEF)

e Global Fund to Fight AIDS,
Tuberculosis, and Malaria (GF)

Asia-Pacific:
e Asian Infrastructure

and Investment Bank
(AlIB)

Middle East & Africa:

e Arab Bank for
Economic
Development in Africa
(BADEA

e Arab Monetary Fund
(AMF)

e [slamic Development
Bank (ISDB)

e OPEC Fund for
International
Development (OFID)

Western Hemisphere:

e Caribbean
Development Bank
(CDB)

e Central American
Bank for Economic
Integration (CABEI)

e Development Bank of
Latin America and the
Caribbean (CAF)

so they were not included in analyses of the influence and helpfulness performance measures.

e Ford
Foundation
(FF),

e Gates

Foundation
(BMGF)



1.1.3 How did leaders share their views, and on which topics?

Each Listening to Leaders survey contains two core modules related to development
priorities and partner performance, which feature questions that are repeated from year
to year to facilitate comparability over time. Additionally, we include several special
topics modules that appear in certain years to drill down on timely areas of interest. In
this report, we focus specifically on the questions that asked leaders about the
development partners they work with and how they rate these partners against several
performance dimensions. This series of questions remained relatively consistent across
each wave, with a few exceptions described below. The full questionnaire for 2024 is

available in the technical appendix accompanying the report.

Respondents were first asked to identify a particular “policy initiative” they worked on
in the five years before the survey.® We defined policy initiative as an organizational
action designed to solve a particular problem. Respondents were then presented with
two preset lists,” one with multilateral organizations and private foundations, and the
second with foreign embassies and bilateral agencies, and prompted to answer two

questions:

e (i) Of the following intergovernmental organizations, development banks,
and private foundations, which, if any, provided [you] with advice or

assistance to support this initiative;

e (i) Of the following foreign embassies and bilateral agencies, which, if any,

provided you with advice or assistance to support this initiative.

We use answers to these two questions to produce a perception-based measure of
footprint: the percentage of leaders who reported receiving advice or assistance from a
development partner within the last five years. This “footprint” measure gives us a
baseline of a partner's reach or visibility with key constituencies in the Global South. In
Chapter 2, we only assess trends in footprint between 2017 and 2024, due to
differences in how the options for this question were presented to respondents in 2014

compared to other waves.®

Using footprint as a baseline of who was working with whom, respondents could rate
their development partners on two performance dimensions: influence and helpfulness.

We defined both concepts for respondents: “influence” was the power to change or

¢ The 2014 questionnaire had slightly different wording that asked about “reform efforts,” rather than policy initiatives.

7 Respondents could also write in responses.

& There was a slight modification between the first and subsequent surveys. In 2014, regional organizations were only
presented as options to respondents from the relevant region, while in future waves all respondents were presented with
the same set of organizations to consider.



affect the policy agenda, while “helpfulness” was being of assistance in implementing
policy changes. The 2014 survey used a 5-point rating scale, while subsequent surveys
moved to a 4-point scale, so the first wave responses were rescaled to facilitate

historical comparability across waves.” Specifically, respondents were asked to answer

two questions about their development partners:

e "You indicated that the foreign and international organizations below provided
[organization] with advice or assistance. How influential were they on

[organization] decision to pursue this initiative? Respondents select among “not

/i /i ” o

at all influential,” “only slightly influential,” “quite influential,” “very influential,”
“don’t know/not sure,” and “prefer not to say.”

e "You indicated that the foreign and international organizations below provided
[organization] with advice or assistance. How helpful were they on [organization]
decision to pursue this initiative? Respondents select among “not at all helpful,”
“only slightly helpful,” “quite helpful,” “very helpful,” “don‘t know/not sure,”

and “prefer not to say.”

Using the answers to these questions, we produced two perception-based performance
measures. Influence—the percentage of leaders who viewed a given development
partner as quite or very influential—is a barometer of an external actor’s agenda-setting
ability in the early stages of the policymaking process to inform countries’ domestic
priorities. Helpfulness—the percentage of leaders who viewed a given development
partner as quite or very helpful—is a gauge of an external actor’s delivery capacity to
support the design and implementation of policy changes in the later stages of the
policymaking process. In this analysis, we only include partners if they were rated by at
least 30 respondents in a given survey wave. Respondents also answered questions

about what makes for an influential or helpful development partner.'

This report uses these perception-based measures to assess how individual
development partners perform over time against themselves and relative to their peers.
We provide a global overview at different points in time and assess the extent to which
perceptions of development partners vary across different countries, stakeholders, and

sectors. Since they were evaluated using the same questions and scales, we can rank

? Ratings for the 2017, 2020, and 2024 are based on the percentage of responses evaluating a given partner which rated
that partner as “quite influential/helpful” or “very influential/helpful.” In 2014, respondents were asked to score a
development partner's influence/helpfulness from 0 (“not influential/helpful at all”) to 5 (“maximum
influence/helpfulness”). To harmonize scales for comparison across years, 2014 rankings were re-calibrated by rescaling
the average scores for each partner to range between 0 and 1 and by removing country weights.

1% The first Listening to Leaders report published in 2015 initially used a minimum threshold of responses of 10. Based on
helpful feedback from peer reviewers, AidData subsequently increased the threshold to 30 respondents for the 2018 and
2021 reports, in order to avoid overstating a development partner’s scores based on a relatively small sample. In this
report, we apply the same threshold of 30 responses for all four survey waves for consistency and comparability.
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each partner’s performance in relation to other agencies, based on who was deemed

influential or helpful by the highest to lowest percentages of respondents.

In our analysis, we collapsed the 23 domains of policy expertise into seven larger sector
groups: economic, environment, governance, infrastructure, rural development, social,
and other. Country-level responses are organized into six larger regional groups: East
Asia and the Pacific (EAP), Europe and Central Asia (ECA), Latin America and the
Caribbean (LAC), Middle East and North Africa (MENA), South Asia (SA), and
sub-Saharan Africa (SSA).

With our introduction to the Listening to Leaders survey approach complete, the rest of

the report is organized into four chapters:

e Chapter 2 (Footprint) analyzes from whom Global South leaders say they are
receiving advice or assistance on development policy and how this is evolving
over time.

e Chapter 3 (Performance) assesses how respondents rate the influence and
helpfulness of their partners, considering how this varies across different years
and leader types.

e Chapter 4 (Attraction) explores the factors that may shape leaders’ performance
perceptions and what they look for in their preferred partners.

e Chapter 5 (Conclusion) reflects on how over ten years of Global South
perceptions of development cooperation should inform how development

partners approach the next decade.

11



2. Footprint: With whom are Global South leaders working?

The term development partner implies a degree of uniformity and stability in the
agencies that supply advice or assistance. The opposite is true. Some variation is by
design: agencies have different mandates, strategies, and resources to advance their
missions. The priorities of taxpayers and shareholders play a role, as do the ambitions of
allies and competitors. These constraints inform how bilateral agencies and multilateral
organizations think about the countries, sectors, and types of leaders with which they
want to work. At the same time, low- and middle-income countries also have a say in

selecting development partners.

In this report, we use the LtL surveys to assess points of continuity and disruption in the
composition of who is working with whom to advance development outcomes over a
decade. In each survey wave, leaders identified which development partners (out of a
list of bilateral and multilateral agencies) they had received advice or assistance from
during the prior five-year period. As described in Chapter 1, we calculate the
percentage of respondents who reported receiving advice or assistance from each

development partner to measure that actor’s footprint.

Footprint = % of leaders who reported receiving advice or assistance from a

bilateral aid agency or multilateral organization during a five-year period

In the remainder of this chapter, we provide a snapshot of who reported working with
whom in 2024 (section 2.1) and compare how this has changed since 2017 (section 2.2).
We highlight three key takeaways about the footprint of development cooperation over

the past decade:

e Traditional multilaterals and OECD DAC bilaterals still worked with the most
Global South leaders in 2024, proving durable in an age of expanded choice.

e Despite waning multilateralism, traditional multilaterals held steady or expanded
their footprints, while many DAC bilaterals have lost ground since 2017.

e China remains the front-runner among non-traditional players, both bilateral and
multilateral, and works with more leaders and countries, but this growth may be

slowing.
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2.1 The footprint of development cooperation in 2024

Global South leaders reported receiving advice or assistance from 71 bilateral and
multilateral actors in the 2024 survey wave. Although it is not a performance measure,
footprint provides important context to understand the size and diversity of each
development partner’s constituency base. Smaller players have the luxury of brokering
deep relationships and providing customized offerings. Larger players face trade-offs in
going broad versus deep in their partnerships across the Global South. In Chapter 3, we

will take a closer look at whether and how footprint corresponds with performance.

Finding #1. Traditional multilaterals and OECD DAC bilaterals still worked with the most
Global South leaders in 2024, proving durable in an age of expanded choice

The 10 development partners with the largest footprints in 2024 worked with one-fifth
or more of the leaders surveyed, spanning 119+ countries (Figure 2). UN agencies (e.g.,
UNDP, UNICEF, FAO, WHO) and international finance institutions (e.g., WB, IMF)
dominated this group of global heavyweights. They were joined by bilaterals who
historically had large assistance portfolios (e.g., U.S., Germany, Japan, EU).
Impressively, these top footprint players were durable in their reach with leaders across
geographic regions,"" sectors,' and different stakeholder groups.' Conversely, the
smallest footprint development partners worked with 1 percent or fewer of leaders. This
included small South-South Cooperation providers (e.g., Libya, Venezuela, Mexico) and
multilateral agencies (e.g., Central American Bank for Economic Integration, Arab

Monetary Fund).

" The World Bank, UNDP, and U.S. were in the top 10 largest footprint donors with leaders from 6 of 6 geographic
regions. UNICEF and the EU were among the largest footprint donors in 5 of 6 regions. WHO, FAO, and IMF achieved
this in 4 of 6 regions, while Germany did the same in 3 of 6 regions.

12 The World Bank, UNDP, EU, US, Germany, and Japan were among the largest footprint donors with leaders from all 7
sectors.

3 The World Bank, UNDP, and EU were among the top three largest footprint donors with leaders from four of five
stakeholder groups. The United States was also in the top three largest footprint donors for private sector and NGO
leaders.
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Figure 2. Top 10 largest development partners overall by perceived footprint, 2024

% respondents who said they received advice or assistance from a development partner between 2020 and
2024

Development Respondents per Percentage of All Survey Number of Countries with at
Rank Partner Partner Respondents least One Respondent
1 WB 1107 481 133
2 UNDP 1094 42 @&
3 EU 970 00 @&
4  USA 957 895 129
5  UNICEF 728 307 126
6  WHO 643 2724 126
7 IMF 635 272 127
8  DEU 613 269 14
9  JUPN 591 263 19
10 FAO 564 237 125

Notes: This figure shows the 10 development partners with the highest percentages of respondents who
reported receiving advice or assistance from them between 2020 and 2024. The percentages take into

account non-response weights. Sources: AidData’s 2024 Listening to Leaders Survey.

“Traditional multilaterals” refer to the UN system, the Bretton Woods institutions (the
World Bank and International Monetary Fund) formed after World War Il, “northern-led”
regional development banks,'* and vertical funds. The 23 traditional multilaterals
tended to have the largest footprints, engaging with 17.9 percent of leaders and
spanning 94 countries, on average. Large multilaterals, such as the World Bank (48
percent, 133 countries) and UNDP (45 percent, 131 countries), had expansive remits,
working across geographies and sectors (see Figure 3 below). Smaller players included
vertical funds—multi-stakeholder partnerships focusing on specific issues or themes
(Gartner and Kharas, 2014), such as GAVI, which worked with roughly 6 percent of

leaders from 62 countries.

Of course, a global snapshot can obscure the outsized importance of regionally or
sectorally focused players. Four of five regional development banks assessed in this
survey worked with one-fifth to one-third of the leaders from their respective focus
regions." Specialized UN agencies and vertical funds also had greater visibility with

leaders in niche sectors and certain country types. UNEP and the GEF were among the

" “Northern-led” is an imperfect shorthand to differentiate multilaterals whose origins and major shareholders are
primarily “created, governed, and influenced by developed countries or ‘Global North’ countries” (Zeng, 2024).

® The “Southern-led” Islamic Development Bank (ISDB), whose largest shareholders are primarily developing economies
(ISDB, n.d.), was the exception, working with only 16 percent of leaders surveyed from the MENA region.
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largest players working with leaders who self-reported environmental expertise. IFAD
and WFP were large players in the eyes of leaders with expertise in rural development.
UNESCO, ILO, and UNFPA were among the top 10 multilateral players by footprint,
working with social sector leaders. Focused on food security and reproductive health,
agencies such as UNFPA and WFP also tended to be among the largest development

partners for leaders from low-income and fragile states.

Figure 3. Perceived footprint of traditional multilaterals as a cohort, 2024 snapshot

% respondents who said they received advice or assistance from a traditional multilateral between 2020
and 2024

Development Respondents per  Percentage of All Survey Number of Countries with at
Partner Partner Respondents least One Respondent
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IFAD 304 22 ©
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oF 201 82 s

IDB 250 78 40

GAVI 140 58 62

MIGA 42 is 30




Notes: This figure shows the percentage of respondents who reported receiving advice or assistance from a
traditional multilateral between 2020 and 2024. Only development partners with a sample size of 30
respondents or more are included in this visual. The percentages also take into account non-response

weights. Sources: AidData’s 2024 Listening to Leaders Survey.

“Traditional bilaterals” refer to member countries of the OECD’s Development
Assistance Committee.' On average, the 23 traditional bilaterals assessed in the survey
had the second-largest footprint of the four donor groups, engaging on average with
13.1 percent of leaders from 72 countries.” Although these traditional bilaterals adhere
to a common set of OECD principles and standards for their assistance efforts, they are
highly diverse in their footprint (Figure 4). As of 2024, one-quarter or more of leaders
surveyed reported receiving advice or assistance from larger footprint players like the
EU (41 percent, 131 countries), the U.S. (40 percent, 129 countries), Germany (27
percent, 114 countries), and Japan (25 percent, 119 countries). It is important to
underscore that this survey predates the closure of the U.S. Agency for International

Development and cuts to U.S. foreign aid programs announced in early 2025.

Some mid-sized traditional bilaterals have achieved outsized footprints with leaders
from select geographic regions, country types, or focus sectors. Canada, Sweden,
Australia, and Switzerland, for example, each supplied advice or assistance to only 12 to
13 percent of leaders surveyed globally. However, all four of these bilaterals were
among the top 10 largest players by footprint in at least one geographic region.'®
Australia’s proximity to low-lying Pacific island nations likely explains its appearance
among the top 10 largest footprint donors with leaders from small island states (SIDS).
Small traditional bilaterals like Finland and Portugal worked with 3 percent or fewer

leaders from 38 and 21 countries, respectively.

¢ OECD DAC member countries include Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, European
Union, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Netherlands,
New Zealand, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Spain, South Korea, Sweden, Switzerland, United
Kingdom, and the United States.

"7 The following OECD DAC member countries were either not included in the survey or had insufficiently large sample
sizes to be included in this disaggregated analysis: Czechia, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Lithuania, Poland, Slovak
Republic, and Slovenia.

'8 Switzerland and Sweden were among the top 10 largest development partners by footprint in Europe and Central
Asia. Australia and Canada achieved the same feat in East Asia and Pacific and Latin America and the Caribbean,
respectively.
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Figure 4. Perceived footprint of traditional bilaterals as a cohort, 2024 snapshot

% respondents who said they received advice or assistance from a traditional bilateral between 2020 and
2024

Development Respondents per  Percentage of All Survey Number of Countries with at
Partner Partner Respondents least One Respondent
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Notes: This figure shows the percentage of respondents who reported receiving advice or assistance from a
traditional bilateral during the period from 2020 to 2024. Percentages of respondents also take into

account non-response weights. Sources: AidData’s 2024 Listening to Leaders Survey.

Non-traditional bilaterals operate outside of the OECD DAC group, including, but not
limited to, donors who position their assistance as South-South Cooperation between
low- and middle-income countries (UN DESA, 2019). On average, the 15 non-traditional
bilaterals assessed in the survey had a much smaller footprint than their traditional

peers, engaging with 3.6 percent of leaders from 40 countries. China was the elephant
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in the room, working with 14.4 percent of leaders across 97 countries (Figure 5) and
ranking 21st among all development partners, the only non-traditional player in the top
25 development partners by footprint. Emerging contenders include India (6.2 percent,
61 countries) and Turkey (5.6 percent, 58 countries), while the remainder of the

non-traditional bilaterals worked with 4 percent or fewer leaders surveyed.

Non-traditional multilaterals have the smallest footprint as a group: the eight players
assessed in the survey engaged with 2.4 percent of leaders from 26 countries, on
average. On the upper end, the Islamic Development Bank (ISDB) worked with nearly 6
percent of the sample, and the Arab Bank for Economic Development in Africa (BADEA)
worked with 3 percent (Figure 6). On the lower end, some non-traditional multilaterals
worked with 1.5 percent or fewer of the leaders surveyed. For example, the Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AlIB) was a relatively small player, with only 1.4 percent

of respondents from 22 countries reportedly receiving its advice or assistance.

Figure 5. Perceived footprint of non-traditional bilaterals as a cohort, 2024 snapshot

% respondents who said they received advice or assistance from a non-traditional bilateral between 2020
and 2024

Development Respondents per Percentage of All Survey Number of Countries with at
Partner Partner Respondents least One Respondent
cHN 338 A o7

IND 150 62 61

TUR 122 56 58

ARE 85 39 48

BRA 93 38 48

SAU 84 35 53

KWT 78 32 40

QAT 66 - 44

TWN 67 27 29

RUS 55 24 37

ZAF 46 22 28

ISR 40 17 27

MEX 24 67 13

VEN 18 0.7 14

LBY 9 b. 9

Notes: This figure shows the percentage of respondents who reported receiving advice or assistance from a
nontraditional bilateral during the period from 2020 to 2024. Percentages also take into account

non-response weights. Sources: AidData’s 2024 Listening to Leaders Survey.
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Figure 6. Perceived footprint of non-traditional multilaterals as a cohort, 2024 snapshot

% respondents who said they received advice or assistance from a non-traditional multilateral between
2020 and 2024

Development Respondents per Percentage of All Survey Number of Countries with at
Partner Partner Respondents least One Respondent

ISDB 127 62 43

BADEA 78 36

OFID 63 44

CDB 59 15

CAF 71 20

AllB 28 22

AMF 20 16

CABEI 31 9

Notes: This figure shows the percentage of respondents who reported receiving advice or assistance from a
nontraditional multilateral during the period from 2020 to 2024. Percentages also take into account

non-response weights. Sources: AidData’s 2024 Listening to Leaders Survey.
2.2 Changes over time in the footprint of development cooperation

The landscape of development cooperation is constantly evolving: new agencies form,
some consolidate, and others broaden or narrow their focus sectors and geographies.
How might these geopolitical dynamics change the footprint of development
cooperation? The largest footprint partners—UN agencies, global international finance
institutions, and several OECD DAC bilaterals—remained fairly consistent between each

survey wave.

Development partners with larger pocketbooks tend to work with a greater percentage
of leaders surveyed. However, money is not deterministic of footprint, and this is even
less the case now than in earlier years. Although the size of a donor's development
finance portfolio and its footprint in a given recipient country remain positively
correlated, the magnitude of this relationship has waned since 2017." In other words,

more money was less strongly linked to a large footprint in 2024 than in 2017 (Figure 7).

"% We test for the magnitude of the effect of aid on the likelihood of a respondent engaging with a development partner
by running a binomial regression. We include as explanatory variables a measure of aid calculated as the mean official
development assistance (ODA) provided from a given development partner in the three years prior to the year in which
the survey was conducted, fixed effects for the survey wave, and interactions between the survey waves and ODA.
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Figure 7. Perceived footprint and mean official development assistance, traditional
bilaterals and multilaterals only, 2014-2024

100%

75%

=
20
=
]
58
8 ©
<
e Survey Wave
Q'3
wn
_ED 50% 2014
q)._
£0¥ — 2017
o_gé
ke
325 — 2020
e
= 5 — 2024
= S 25%
c&) °
5o
[0]
e

0%

$10 thousand $10 million $10 billion
Average Annual ODA per Donor per Recipient (Log Scale)

Notes: This scatterplot visualizes the relationship between footprint (the percentage of those who reported
receiving advice or assistance from a given traditional bilateral) by recipient country across each of the four
survey waves and the official development assistance disbursements of those players (log of mean ODA
flows for 2014-2023). The percentages of respondents take into account non-response weights. Average
annual ODA was calculated using three years of reported disbursements prior to each survey wave.
Sources: AidData’s Listening to Leaders Survey (2014-2024).

Finding #2. Despite waning multilateralism, traditional multilaterals held steady or

expanded their footprints, while many DAC bilaterals have lost ground since 2017

Most traditional multilaterals held steady or saw their footprints expand by 2 to 3
percentage points among leaders surveyed over the period (Figure 8). The largest
increases were with leaders who reported receiving advice or support from UNICEF
(+10.9 percentage points) and the IMF (+7.6 percentage points). This sharp uptick may
coincide with growing demands to help countries navigate instability from conflict and
emergencies (e.g., UNICEF's expanding humanitarian assistance portfolio) or fiscal and

monetary crises (e.g., the IMF’s role in resolving a wave of debt distress and defaults).

Figure 8. Change in footprint, traditional multilaterals, 2017-2024
Percentage of respondents who reported working with each traditional multilateral in 2017 and 2024
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WB 451% 1" @48.1%

UNDP 41.3% @45.2%
UNICEF 19.8% @30.7%

WHO 26.6% @27.4%

IMF 19.6% 027.2%

FAO 21.4%" @23.7%
UNESCO 19.4%@19.5%

LO 919.1%

UNFPA 17.2% @ 17.6%

WFP 14.7% " @17%

AFDB 14.8%" @17%

ADB 11.4% ®14.8% 2017
UNEP 13.6% @14.6% ® 202
UNAIDS 912.3%

GEF 10% " @12.2%

IFAD 8.6% ®12.2%

GCF 9.3% " @11.7%

IFC 8.7%@® " 10.8%

EBRD 4.2% @8.6%

GF 8.2% @ 9.9%

DB 7.7%@7.8%

GAVI 3.6%" @58%

MIGA 1.8% @ 2.9%

Notes: Traditional multilaterals are ordered from the largest to the smallest overall footprints, according to
the percentage of respondents who reported working with them in AidData’s LtL surveys in 2017 and 2024.
Only partners with at least 30 responses in both survey waves are listed. For WHO and GCF, the earlier
value refers to 2020 instead of 2017, their earliest available date. Sources: AidData’s Listening to Leaders
Survey (2017-2024).

The footprints of traditional bilaterals have generally held steady or contracted by 1 to 2
percentage points since 2017 (Figure 9). For development partners like the United
Kingdom (UK) and Canada, whose footprints decreased by roughly two percentage
points, these contractions may align with policy shifts such as aid cuts or consolidation
of aid agencies into foreign ministries (Krutikova and Warwick, 2017; Worley, 2020;
Carmen and Calleja, 2013; Troilo, 2015). The EU, Denmark, Switzerland, and Germany

also saw their footprints decline by 2 to 5 percentage points.
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Figure 9. Change in footprint, traditional bilaterals, 2017-2024
Percentage of respondents who reported working with each traditional bilateral in 2017 and 2024

EU 40.9% @ 46.1%
USA 35.6% @39.5%

DEU 26.9% @ 28.7%

JPN 25.3% @ 25.4%

GBR 18.2% @1 20%

FRA 15.5% 1 @17.2%

NLD 11.3% ©916.6%
CAN 13.1%@ 1 15.1%

SWE 12.7% @12.8%

AUS 12% @ 13%
NOR 11.6% @ 12.9%

CHE 11.5% @ 1 13.9% 2017
KOR 9.3% 1"@10.5% ® 202
DNK 6.7% @ 10.1%

ESP 52% @6.2%

BEL 6.1% @ 7.4%

AUT 4.8% @5.1%

NZL 4.7% @5%

ITA 3.6%® 1 57%

RI 3% @3.3%

LUX 3.3% @ 3.5%

FIN 3% @ 3.4%

PRT 1.8% @2.1%

Notes: Traditional bilaterals are ordered from the largest to the smallest overall footprints, according to the
percentage of respondents who reported working with them in AidData’s LtL surveys in 2017 and 2024.
Only partners with at least 30 responses in both survey waves are listed. Sources: AidData’s Listening to
Leaders Survey (2017-2024).

Exceptions to this trend of declining reach among traditional bilaterals were the
Netherlands, the U.S., and France, whose footprints grew between 2017 and 2024 by 2
to 5 percentage points. In this period, the U.S. and France shared an interest in working
with states experiencing crises, conflicts, or emergencies. Humanitarian assistance has
accounted for a growing share of U.S. development assistance over the last decade
(Custer, 2024), and overcoming root causes of insecurity in fragile states was a French
priority to curb migration pressures (OECD, 2018 and 2023). It is unclear whether this

focus may explain the uptick in their footprints.

However, these donors are more likely than not to see reduced footprints in future

years. France and the Netherlands announced substantial cuts to their aid budgets for
2025 (Donor Tracker, 2024a and 2024b). The U.S. is engaged in a far-reaching overhaul
of its development assistance architecture (Custer et al., 2025). These are just a few of
the traditional bilaterals that have recently announced reductions in their development

cooperation (Table 3).
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Table 3. Historical ODA (2023) and announced aid budget cuts by selected traditional

bilaterals

Select DAC countries Total ODA in 2023 Announced aid budget reductions in 2024 and 2025

Belgium $2.81 billion The government announced a planned 25% reduction in
development cooperation.

Finland $1.59 billion The government plans to reduce ODA by roughly 25% between
2024 and 2027.

France $15.1 billion The 2025 draft budget cuts core ODA by €1.3 billion (a 23% drop
from 2024), following a smaller cut of about €1 billion, which was
already implemented in 2024.

Germany $37.9 billion The government reduced ODA by nearly €2 billion in 2024,
compared to 2023 levels, and plans to slash a cumulative €4.8 billion
from development and humanitarian spending by 2025.

Netherlands $7.4 billion The government announced in late 2024 that it would cut ODA by
over two-thirds over three years, reducing the budget by a total of
€2.4 billion by 2027.

Norway $5.6 billion The 2024 budget proposal reduced ODA by 5%, or $460 million.

Sweden $5.6 billion The government announced a 5% reduction in ODA, abandoning
commitments to 1% of GNI.

UK $19.1 billion The government announced that it will drop ODA to 0.3% of GNI
(from 0.5%), equating to roughly a 40% reduction in the aid budget.

u.s. $63.7 billion In 2025, the government eliminated 90% of USAID's foreign aid

contracts, cancelled 83% of assistance programs, and reduced
USAID staff from 10,000 to 15 positions.

Sources: OECD (2023b, 2024b), Donor Tracker (2024a-b, 2025), Meijer (2024), Gulrajani and Pudussery
(2025), Belga (2025), MacKinnon (2024), Knickmeyer et al., (2025), Mitchell and Hughes (2025), Hird (2025),
GoN. (2025), Craig (2025), Demirjian et al., (2025).

Finding #3. China remains the front-runner among non-traditional players, both bilateral

and multilateral, and works with more leaders and countries, but this growth may be

slowing

Non-traditional bilaterals generally grew their footprints over the period, albeit at

modest levels (Figure 10). China was in a league of its own: Beijing increased its

footprint by 6.8 percentage points between 2017 and 2024, equivalent to an 89

percent change. Most of this expansion occurred between 2017 and 2020, as Beijing

enthusiastically promoted President Xi Jinping’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) (Horigoshi
et al., 2022).
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By 2024, China’s absolute footprint was roughly similar to Canada and the Asian
Development Bank (ADB). Nevertheless, relative to earlier years, China’s growth spurt
tapered off between 2020 and 2024. This slowdown could reflect a lower risk tolerance
in Beijing for supplying additional debt financing and a higher reticence among
countries to sign on to projects, amid a wave of defaults in China’s borrowers (Parks et
al., 2023).%°

Figure 10. Change in footprint, non-traditional bilaterals, 2017-2024
Percentage of respondents who reported working with each nontraditional bilateral in 2017 and 2024

CHN 7.6% ®14.4%
IND 42% @6.2%
TUR 5.3% @5.6%
ARE 2% @3.9%
BRA 2.8% ' @3.8%
SAU 2.4% @3.5%
KWT 2.6% ®3.2%
QAT 1.4% " @2.7% 2017
TWN 2.7%@"3.6% ® 2024
RUS 1.4% @2.4%
ZAF 21% @2.2%
ISR 1.7% @ 13.8%
MEX 0.7% @ 1.6%
VEN 0.7% @ 1.2%

LBY 0.3%® 1.2%

Notes: Nontraditional bilaterals are ordered from the largest to the smallest overall footprints, according to
the percentage of respondents who reported working with them in AidData’s LtL surveys in 2017 and 2024.
Only partners with at least 30 responses in both survey waves are listed. Sources: AidData’s Listening to
Leaders Survey (2017-2024).

India, a fellow BRICS member and a close competitor of China, also enlarged its
footprint by 2 percentage points, roughly a 50 percent change, since 2017. New Delhi
has made no secret of the fact that India sees its development cooperation efforts
through a strategic lens of opening up market access for Indian firms to compete with
Chinese state-owned enterprises, curbing Beijing’s influence in South Asia, and securing
access to energy resources and other critical supply chains (Mathur, 2021; Singh, 2022).
Finally, non-traditional multilaterals grew their footprints over the period, though the

differences were largely within 1 percentage point or less.

%0 Beijing structures its development finance primarily in the form of debt (e.g., export credits and loans approaching
market rates) rather than grants or concessional lending (e.g., loans at no- or low-interest rates) (Parks et al., 2023; Custer
et al., 2025).
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3. Performance: How do leaders rate development

partners?

Leaders are not monolithic in their preferences. Development partners may have
differing areas of comparative advantage and disadvantage in an increasingly crowded
marketplace. Once reliable standard bearers for aid programs, G7 economies are
increasingly reluctant to expend political capital and taxpayer funds to support
socio-economic progress in other countries.?’ UN and international finance institutions,
long-standing venues for multilateral cooperation, seek to overcome a perceived
“legitimacy deficit,” reduced core support, and calls for reforms (Custer et al., 2025;
Gulrajani and Lundsgaarde, 2023; Graham, 2024).?2 Once “recipients” of aid,

non-traditional bilaterals also supply assistance to other countries (Aly et al., 2024).

This raises a critical question: in an age of expanded choice, how do Global South
leaders evaluate the development partners from whom they receive advice or
assistance? The Listening to Leaders Survey considers two perception-based measures
of partner performance: (i) influence in shaping how leaders prioritize which problems to
solve (i.e., agenda-setting); and (ii) helpfulness in supporting leaders to implement
policy changes (i.e., reform implementation). Respondents could rate each
development partner they had worked with during a five-year period on a scale of 1

(not at all influential/not at all helpful) to 4 (very influential/very helpful).

Influence = % of leaders who said a development partner was quite or very influential in

shaping domestic policy priorities during a five-year period

Helpfulness = % of leaders who said a development partner was quite or very helpful in
p P p q y help

implementing policy changes during a five-year period

In the remainder of this chapter, we first provide a snapshot of partner performance as
of 2024 (section 3.1) and then compare how this has changed over the last decade
(section 3.2). We highlight two takeaways about the performance of development

partners over the decade:

' The U.S. dramatically upended a development architecture that dated back to the end of World War I, shuttering
multiple aid agencies, and exiting the WHO (White House, 2025a-c, Higham, 2025). France and the UK have announced
planned cuts to future aid budgets by 40 and nearly 50 percent, respectively (Hird, 2025; McVeigh, 2025). Advanced
economies are no longer only suppliers of aid but recipients as they “spend nearly one in five of their aid dollars at
home"” (ONE Campaign, 2023).

2 By one estimate, the World Bank Group and regional development banks are pursuing “39 separate reform agenda
items,” comprising the “most ambitious effort to overhaul these institutions” since their inception (Lee and Matthews,
2024).
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e Non-traditional players have not yet displaced traditional multilaterals and
OECD DAC bilaterals, who still dominated the leaderboard on influence and
helpfulness in 2024.

e BRICS and Middle Eastern development partners were among the most
improved, charting big performance gains over the decade, but still lagging

traditional players.
3.1 The perceived performance of development partners in 2024

Global South leaders generally viewed their development partners favorably. In 2024,
the average development partner was rated as influential by roughly three-quarters
(72.4 percent) of the leaders they worked with and helpful by fourfifths (81.8 percent) of
this group. However, averages can obscure attitudes towards specific partners. There
was a 37 percentage point difference between the most and least influential
development partners, the Global Fund (92.1 percent) and Brazil (55.1 percent), in
2024. That year, there was a gap of 29 percentage points between the most and least
helpful partners, Portugal (96 percent) and Qatar (67 percent).

3.1.1 Global heavyweights: Top performers across geographies and

sectors

Eighty-four percent or more of leaders who worked with the top 10 influencers in 2024
said these partners were quite or very influential in shaping their domestic priorities
(Figure 11). International finance institutions (e.g., IMF, WB, EBRD) and health-focused
agencies (such as the Global Fund, GAVI, and WHO) were among the top influencers.
The U.S. and the EU, historically large bilateral assistance suppliers, were considered to
be highly influential. Nevertheless, New Zealand and Portugal stand out as top

influencers despite smaller footprints and budgets relative to their peers.

In 2024, many top helpers were also highly influential, with some exceptions (Figure 12).
More than 88 percent of leaders who worked with the top 10 helpers rated them quite
or very helpful. UN agencies (e.g., UNICEF, WHO, and UNDP) and vertical funds (e.g.,
Global Fund and GAVI) performed well, as did the World Bank. Bigger bilateral players
like the U.S. and the EU scored high marks on helpfulness, but so too did smaller peers
like New Zealand and Portugal. Above-average performers on influence® and

helpfulness* shared several commonalities. They were more likely to be traditional

% There were 35 development partners above the average influence score of 72.4 percent.
% There were 37 development partners above the average helpfulness score of 81.8 percent.
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multilaterals or DAC bilaterals, long-standing suppliers of development finance at scale,

and previously rated as above-average performers in prior survey waves.

Figure 11. Top 10 most influential development partners overall, 2024

% respondents who rated a development partner they worked with as quite or very influential

Influence 2024
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Notes: This figure shows the 10 development partners rated as quite or very influential by the highest

percentage of respondents in 2024 who reported receiving advice or assistance from them. Percentages

take into account non-response weights. Sources: AidData’s 2024 Listening to Leaders Survey.
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Figure 12. Top 10 most helpful development partners overall, 2024

% respondents who rated a development partner they worked with as quite or very helpful

Helpfulness 2024
Development Respondents per Percentage of All Survey Number of Countries with at
Rank Partner Partner Respondents least One Respondent
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Notes: This figure shows the 10 development partners rated as quite or very helpful by the highest
percentage of respondents in 2024 who reported receiving advice or assistance from them. Percentages

take into account non-response weights. Sources: AidData’s 2024 Listening to Leaders Survey.

Finding #4. Non-traditional players have not yet displaced traditional multilaterals and
OECD DAC bilaterals, who still dominated the leaderboard on influence and
helpfulness in 2024

Overall, the 23 traditional multilaterals outperformed other groups. On average,
approximately 79 percent of leaders who worked with a traditional multilateral rated
that actor as influential, and 86 percent considered it helpful. That said, not all
multilaterals are seen in the same vein. There was a 22.3 percentage point difference
between the most influential (Global Fund, 92.1 percent) and the least influential
(International Fund for Agricultural Development, 69.8 percent). There was a similar
margin of difference (19.1 percentage points) between the most and least helpful
traditional multilateral—the Global Fund (94.0 percent) and the Multilateral Investment

Guarantee Agency (79.4 percent).

The 23 traditional bilaterals were also well regarded. Seventy-two percent of leaders
who worked with these actors thought they were influential, on average. Eighty-three
percent found them to be helpful. Nonetheless, leaders see differences between
traditional bilaterals, even if they theoretically espouse similar aid effectiveness

practices through their membership in the OECD’s Development Assistance
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Committee. There was a sizable gap between traditional bilaterals at the top and
bottom of the leaderboard on influence (26.7 percentage points)® and helpfulness (24.7

percentage points).?

The geopolitical clout of a foreign government, going beyond aid to encompass other
tools of economic statecraft and security cooperation, could amplify the influence of
more politically powerful players like the U.S., the EU, and Germany, among the most
influential of the traditional bilaterals. Middle powers like Spain and the Netherlands
had greater variability in the degree to which they were seen to influence policy
priorities and help implement reforms. Smaller development partners like New Zealand

and Portugal outperformed larger players like Canada and lItaly, for example.

Non-traditional bilaterals and multilaterals have not yet displaced the apparent
dominance of traditional development partners. Less than 70 percent of leaders who
worked with the average non-traditional bilateral or multilateral considered them
influential (67 and 62 percent, respectively). The results were marginally better for
helpfulness: roughly three-quarters of leaders rated these actors as helpful, on average.
Non-traditional multilaterals were viewed more uniformly, with the narrowest gaps of
any group between the top and bottom performers (12.2 percentage points for

influence, 15.3 percentage points for helpfulness).”

A handful of emerging bilaterals were able to buck these trends. South Africa (13th),
China (24th), India (29th), and Taiwan (33rd) placed among the 35 above-average
influencers. Saudi Arabia (23rd) and Taiwan (36th) were the top emerging bilaterals on
helpfulness. To achieve this feat, these emerging players leapfrogged traditional DAC
bilaterals, including Nordic countries (e.g., Finland, Norway, and Denmark) and other
European development partners (e.g., Switzerland, the Netherlands, and Italy).
Comparatively, other non-traditional bilaterals such as Brazil (55 percent influential, 67.1
percent helpful) and Qatar (55.3 percent influential, 67 percent helpful) were less able to

break through in a crowded marketplace.
3.1.2 Specialized star power: Niche areas of comparative advantage

Some development partners are truly global heavyweights: they consistently appear in
the top 10 performers across multiple regions and sectors. This elite group included
traditional multilateral organizations (the World Bank, IMF, UNICEF, UNDP, and WHO),

% The most influential traditional bilateral was New Zealand (87.3 percent) and the least influential was Italy (60.6
percent).

% The most helpful traditional bilateral was Portugal (96 percent) and the least helpful was Austria (71.3 percent).

77 The Islamic Development Bank was the best performing non-traditional multilateral across both measures (68.1
percent influence, 55.9 percent helpful).
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along with large DAC bilaterals such as the U.S., the EU, and Germany.?® Other
development partners demonstrated specialized star power, receiving high marks in

certain regions, sectors, or country types.

Geographic proximity, linguistic similarity, and concentration of finances could explain
some variation in development partners’ comparative advantage. In East Asia and the
Pacific, top performers included regional powers like New Zealand, Japan, Australia,
China, and South Korea (Figures 13 and 14).%’ Sharing a common language and history
via former colonial ties with the region’s Portuguese-speaking countries, Portugal was
among the top 10 influencers and helpers in Sub-Saharan Africa.*® India and Spain were
top performers with leaders from their respective focus regions of South Asia and Latin
America and the Caribbean.?' Germany and the UK were well-regarded by leaders from

Europe and Central Asia.*?

Development partners can have unexpected areas of strength farther afield. South
Korea and Ireland were among the most influential players in Latin America and the
Caribbean and Sub-Saharan Africa, res.pec‘cively.33 Taiwan was the 9th most influential
and 3rd most helpful development partner with leaders from Latin America and the
Caribbean. These dynamics could be an outflow of Taipei’s “checkbook diplomacy” in
competing with Beijing to stem the tide of countries adopting the “One China” policy
(Fabbro and Gramer, 2023). In 2024, as in past surveys, Germany sustained its
comparative advantage as the most influential and helpful development partner in the
Middle East and North Africa. This strong showing may be enabled by Germany’s
long-standing emphasis on “addressing the root causes of displacement in the region”
(DonorTracker, 2021c; Custer et al., 2021).

Leaders may have different needs and aspirations depending upon the characteristics of

the countries where they live and work (e.g., income status, regime type, fragility level,

% Multi-region influencers included: the U.S. and the WB (6/6 regions each), the IMF (5/6 regions), the EU (4/6 regions),
the UNDP and the WHO (3/6 regions each). Multi-region helpers included: the EU and the WHO (5/6 regions), the U.S.,
UNICEF, and the WB (4/6 regions), along with the UNDP and Germany (3/6 regions each). Multi-sector influencers
included: the EU, IMF, WB, and U.S. (7/7 sectors each), WHO (6/7 sectors), along with the Global Environment Facility
(4/7 sectors) and the AFDB (3/7 sectors). Multi-sector helpers included: UNICEF and the EU (6/7 sectors each) and the
WHO (4/7).

% Leaders from East Asia and Pacific gave high marks to development partners who were also regional powers: New
Zealand (1st influence, 2nd helpful); Japan (3rd influence, 4th helpful); Australia (9th influence, éth helpful); China (10th
influence), along with South Korea (1st helpful).

%0 Portugal also historically orients a large share of its assistance portfolio to least developed countries in general and
specifically those in the Sub-Saharan Africa region (OECD, 2020d; (UNCTAD, n.d.).

#1 Linguistic and cultural ties may play a role in the high marks given by leaders from South Asia to India (1st influence,
5Sth helpful), from Sub-Saharan Africa to Portugal (2nd influence, 1st helpful), and from Latin America and the Caribbean
to Spain (8th influence, 2nd helpful).

32 Germany (9th influence, 10th helpful) and the UK (6th influence, 6th helpfulness) were among the top performing
development partners with leaders from Europe and Central Asia.

3 Ireland was the 23rd most influential in sub-Saharan Africa and South Korea the 23rd most influential in Latin America
and the Caribbean.
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small-island states). Although there is more continuity than not among top-performing
partners, smaller players can carve out niche areas of influence and helpfulness. Fragile
states gave high marks to the UK, Japan, and France.* Small island states highly
regarded Portugal, New Zealand, Australia, and Taiwan.*® There did not appear to be a
clear dividing line between the preferences of autocracies and democracies regarding

their development partners.

Some development partners cultivated narrow but deep reservoirs of support with
leaders in specific sectors. The UN system exemplifies this differentiation: agencies
carved out niche areas of advantage, such as IFAD and FAO in rural development and
UNESCO in infrastructure.*® Smaller bilaterals made an impression on leaders in
dedicated focus areas. Spain was the third most influential and the most helpful partner
with leaders working on governance. Australia and Denmark (influence only), along with
South Korea, Australia, and China (helpfulness only), were top performers in the
governance sector. India edged into the top 10 influencers, and New Zealand into the
top 10 helpers in the social sector. Nordic countries earned high marks with leaders in

the environment sector, who considered them among the most helpful partners.

More surprising results were observed in the infrastructure and economic sectors. In
past AidData surveys, leaders markedly preferred to work with China on infrastructure
projects. Nevertheless, Beijing was noticeably absent from the top-10 list of influencers
and helpers in infrastructure (Horigoshi et al., 2023; Custer et al., 2024).*” Instead,
traditional bilaterals such as Japan and the U.S. were top-performing players with these
leaders.® In the economic sector, environmentally-focused agencies such as the Global
Environment Facility (GEF) and the UN Environmental Program (UNEP) were

unexpectedly influential and helpful.*

¥ Among extremely fragile states, they ranked as follows: UK (1st influence, 4th helpfulness); Japan (13th influence, 6th
helpfulness); and France (6th influence, 10th helpfulness)

¥ Among respondents from small island states, they ranked as follows: Portugal (5th influence, 1st helpfulness); New
Zealand (1st influence, 2nd helpfulness); Australia (3rd influence, 5th helpfulness); and Taiwan (16th influence, 4th
helpfulness)

% |FAD ranked 14th in influence and 8th in helpfulness among respondents from the rural development sector, FAO
ranked 13th in influence and 6th in helpfulness among respondents in the rural development sector, and UNESCO

ranked 8th in influence and 5th in helpfulness among respondents in the infrastructure sector.

¥ 1n 2022-2023, AidData fielded an online survey of Global South leaders to understand how they think about their
preferred partners by sector out of a choice of five bilateral actors and a relevant regional power. The results from this
survey signaled that while enthusiasm was strong among leaders surveyed to work with China and Japan as top
development partners in the infrastructure sector, that was not the case for the European economies (e.g., France,
Germany, the UK) or the U.S.

* The U.S. was the most influential and 4th most helpful, Japan was the 6th most influential and 3rd most helpful.

% GEF ranked 5th in influence and 1st in helpfulness, while UNEP ranked éth in influence and 9th in helpfulness.
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Figure 13. Influence by region and sector, top 35 development partners, 2024
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Notes: Rankings are based on the percentage of responses evaluating a given partner as “quite” or “very
influential” in 2024. Partners must have received 30 or more responses overall and 25 or more responses in
a sub-cohort (i.e., rank in a given region or sector) to be displayed. Shading represents the quintile within
the respective cohort. For readability, we only include the top 35 ranked development partners on this
measure. For the full list of development partner rankings, see the technical appendix. Sources: AidData’s
2014, 2017, 2020, and 2024 Listening to Leaders Surveys.
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Figure 14. Helpfulness by region and sector, top 35 development partners, 2024
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Notes: Rankings are based on the percentage of responses evaluating a given partner as “quite” or “very
helpful” in 2024. Partners must have received 30 or more responses overall and 25 or more responses in a
sub-cohort (i.e., rank in a given region or sector) to be displayed. Shading represents the quintile within the
respective cohort. For readability, we only include the top 35 ranked development partners on this measure
in the figure. For the full list of development partner rankings, see the technical appendix. Sources:
AidData’s 2014, 2017, 2020, and 2024 Listening to Leaders Surveys.
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3.2 Changes over time in the ratings of development partner

performance

The marketplace of development is dynamic, not static. Individual agencies change
strategic priorities, adopt new policies, and refashion organizational structures that alter
how they engage with Global South counterparts. Meanwhile, leaders in low- and
middle-income countries (as described in Chapter 3) have evolving needs and more
choices in the partners they work with than in prior decades. Leveraging past survey
waves, we can examine how the performance of individual development partners has
changed in absolute terms over time and relative to other players across four surveys
conducted in 2014, 2017, 2020, and 2024.

As a group, development partners became more influential in the eyes of Global South
leaders surveyed over the period, with most organizations holding steady or improving
their scores. Nevertheless, these gains were not universally shared. A growing number
of development partners saw their influence decline between survey waves. If we use
2014 as the base year, all development partners improved their influence scores by
2024. However, there were four organizations whose perceived influence decreased

since 2017 and seven since 2020.°

Finding #5. BRICS and Middle Eastern development partners were among the most
improved, charting big performance gains over the decade, but still lagging traditional

players

Since 2014, the ten most improved influencers were almost all non-traditional bilaterals
or multilaterals.*’ BRICS players like South Africa, India, Russia, and China were ahead of
the curve in expanding their influence by a whopping 44 to 56 percentage points.
Middle Eastern donors such as the United Arab Emirates (+49 percentage points) and
Saudi Arabia (+45 percentage points) made their mark, charting big gains over the
decade. The lone traditional player among the most improved influencers was the
Global Fund: 92.1 percent of leaders rated it influential in 2024, up from 57.3 percent
who said the same in 2014 (+34.8 percentage points).*

* The four development partners whose influence scores declined since 2017 include: Kuwait (-4.7 percentage points),
Denmark (-8.3), the Inter-American Development Bank, IDB (-3.6), and Opec Fund for International Development, OFID
(-0.7). The seven development partners whose influence scores declined since 2020 include: the Netherlands (-4.6
percentage points), Brazil (-4.1), OFID (-3), Switzerland (-1.6), Turkey (-1.3), China (-1.2), and the IDB (-0.3).

*" The top 10 most improved on influence since 2014 included South Africa, India, the United Arab Emirates, Russia,
Saudi Arabia, China, BADEA, ISDB, Kuwait, and the Global Fund, which tied with OFID. If we consider all development
partners that had 20 percentage points or greater improvement on influence, this group becomes more diverse: we start
to see more representation across different cohort groups.

*2 The 10 most improved influencers since 2020 were more diverse, including non-traditional bilaterals (India, South
Africa), a private foundation (Ford Foundation), traditional multilaterals (GAVI, Global Fund), traditional bilaterals (New
Zealand, Finland, Luxembourg), and a traditional multilateral (the Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency).
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However, the biggest improvers are not necessarily the most influential development
partners. Non-traditional development partners started the period at a disadvantage,
lagging traditional incumbents in the percentage of leaders who rated them as
influential. The highest-performing non-traditional bilateral in 2014 (Brazil) was viewed
as influential by roughly one-third of leaders (34.5 percent) who worked with it. South
Africa and India charted the largest improvements in non-traditional bilaterals since
2020, with 81 and 74 percent of leaders, respectively, viewing them as influential in
2024. These gains can be fleeting and difficult to sustain, as underscored by Brazil
falling to the bottom of the leaderboard in 2024 and China falling out of the top 10

most influential partners in 2024.

Alongside these examples of changing attitudes, there were also points of continuity in
how leaders rated their development partners. Traditional bilaterals and multilaterals
have proven hard to displace among the top influencers. In three of four survey waves,
all of the top ten influencers were traditional bilaterals or multilaterals.” The single
exception to this status quo was China's historic breakthrough into the top influencers in
2020. Most traditional bilaterals and multilaterals began the period with relatively high
influence scores and generally sustained or improved on their performance over time.
Nevertheless, as many traditional bilaterals pull back on their assistance programs, this
could substantially alter the playing field for non-traditional players to position

themselves as more influential and helpful (see Box 1).

Perceptions of helpfulness followed similar trends as influence but with some
divergence. Most development partners held steady or made gains on perceived
helpfulness between 2014 and 2024.* Nevertheless, there were winners and losers.
Five development partners had lower helpfulness scores in 2024 than in 2017, and 10
saw their standing diminish between 2020 and 2024.* The top ten most improved
helpers represented a more mixed group than we saw with influence. As with influence,
non-traditional players made strides between 2014 and 2024, such as bilaterals like
Kuwait, China, and India, along with the multilateral Islamic Development Bank (ISDB).

However, several traditional bilaterals like Portugal, South Korea, Canada, Japan, and

* Top influencers across survey waves included: the Global Fund (2014, 2017), IMF (2014-2024), WB (2014-2024), New
Zealand (2014, 2024), U.S. (2014-2024), GAVI (2024), EU (2014-2024), WHO (2020-2024), EBRD (2020-2024), Portugal
(2024), China (2020), IDB (2014, 2020), UNDP (2014-2020), UK (2014-2020), ADB (2014-2017), and Denmark (2014).

* There were only three instances of a decline in perceived helpfulness since 2014: Austria (-6.3 percentage points),
Turkey (-2.4), and Denmark (-3.8).

* The five development partners whose helpfulness scores declined since 2017 include: IDB (-0.4 percentage points),
India (-1.6), Denmark (-1.2), Gates Foundation (-1.4), BADEA (-12.6). The ten development partners who saw a decline on
this measure between 2020 and 2024 include: Austria (-10.6 percentage points), MIGA (-7.3), EBRD (-3.6), UAE (-2.4),
Brazil (-1.8), CDB (-1.7), Netherlands (-1.1), IDB (-0.7), Turkey (-0.6), and Norway (-0.5).
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Germany made up ground on this measure over the decade, as did the Global Fund, a

multilateral .

As with influence, traditional bilaterals and multilaterals have routinely dominated the
top helpers. Nevertheless, there has been more movement in the individual
development partners with the top ten helpfulness scores across survey waves.”” Some
household names, like the EU, the World Bank, and UNICEF, have proven durable,
sustaining their position in the top 10 helpers in all four surveys. Beyond this, there has
been greater volatility. Earlier in the period, smaller traditional bilaterals like Denmark,
Sweden, and Austria attracted high marks for helpfulness among small but vocal
constituents. More recently, Portugal and New Zealand were top helpers in 2024.
Non-traditional players like BADEA and philanthropies like the Gates Foundation
punched above their weight in helpfulness in 2017.

* The largest improvements in helpfulness between 2014 and 2024 were: Portugal (+32.1), Kuwait (+21.7), China (+21.2),
and South Korea (20.9). Between 2020 and 2024, traditional bilaterals like Belgium and Luxembourg, along with
non-traditional development partners such as Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Israel, and the Arab Bank for Economic
Development in Africa (BADEA) were among those who made the largest gains, along with the Ford Foundation and the
GEF.

* Top helpers across surveys included: Portugal (2024), the Global Fund (2017-2024), GAVI (2017, 2024), New Zealand
(2014 and 2024), UNICEF (2014-2024), WHO (2024), EU (2014-2024), USA (2017-2024), WB (2014-2024), UNDP (2020),
EBRD (2020), ADB (2020) IDB (2017-2020); BADEA (2017), IMF (2014-2017), Gates Foundation (2017), Denmark (2014),
GEF (2014), Switzerland (2014), and Austria (2014).
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Box 1. Looking back at a decade of U.S. performance to anticipate potential future changes

The U.S. has traditionally dwarfed other advanced economies in the volume of development finance it mobilizes
to support socio-economic progress in other countries. On average, roughly four-fifths of U.S. financing is
disbursed as grants and no- or low-interest loans, commonly referred to as official development assistance (“aid”
or ODA) (Custer et al., 2025). Over the last decade (Figure 1A), the U.S. was consistently the largest bilateral
ODA provider. It accounted for between 24 and 30 percent of ODA financing from OECD Development
Assistance Committee countries in any given year between 2010 and 2023. Other large donors include
Germany, the European Union, and Japan (OECD-CRS). Although South-South Cooperation providers are
important emerging players, these non-traditional donors tend to utilize market-rate loans and export credits or
emphasize technical cooperation (Custer et al., 2025; Mathews and Custer, 2023), relying less heavily on the

more concessional financing that meets the OECD’s criteria of ODA.

Figure 1A. ODA from the U.S. and other Development Assistance Committee members,
2010-2023

2010-2023 Official Development Assistance (ODA): $3.3 trillion
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In 2023, the U.S. government disbursed over $64 billion in development-focused assistance to support more
than 20,000 activities across 206 countries and regions (FA.gov). Historically, roughly 20 U.S. federal agencies

provided financing and technical expertise via economic assistance programs worldwide (Custer, 2023). The
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largest, by far, was the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). With an estimated
workforce of 10,000+ employees, USAID managed the lion’s share of U.S. funding and activities: 69 percent on
average between 2010 and 2023. This status quo is likely to dramatically change in the future, as the U.S.
government (USG) pulled back support to foreign assistance projects and consolidated USAID’s portfolio under
the Department of State in early 2025, among other actions (White House, 2025a-b; Custer et al., 2025).

Foreign assistance programs are often a tough sell to domestic taxpayers. However, a decade’s worth of
Listening to Leaders surveys suggests that the U.S. has derived reputational gains from these efforts. In an era of
intensified geostrategic competition, the U.S. is one of a handful of elite development partners that have
achieved universally high levels of influence with leaders across regions, sectors, and country types. Global South
leaders over the last decade also rated the U.S. as among the most helpful donors when implementing critical

development policy reforms in their countries.

Although we look at the U.S. as a unitary actor in this report, our respondents provide agency-specific
information about individual government entities from which they receive advice and assistance and how they
rate the performance of these agencies. The three U.S. government agencies assessed across all our surveys
include: USAID, the Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC), and the Department of State (DoS) through its
country embassies and consulates. In 2024, we also captured respondents’ interactions with the Development
Finance Corporation (DFC). Absent perfect information on what the future holds, we examine respondents’ past
assessments of these agencies for clues to anticipate how we might see perceptions evolve in light of changes to

the U.S. global development system.

USAID’s perceived footprint has historically been much greater than that of MCC and DoS, which is in line with
its larger project portfolio. On average, roughly 30 percent of Global South leaders said they received advice or
assistance from USAID across the last three survey waves (2017 through 2024). Fewer survey respondents
reported receiving advice or assistance from DoS (between 15 and 19 percent) and MCC (between 5 and 7
percent). This size differential was fairly consistent across geographic regions. USAID played a uniquely
important role in engaging in fragile contexts and semi-autonomous territories. It also worked with a higher
volume of government officials and development partners. The DFC had the smallest footprint of the USG

agencies, working with 3.3 percent of leaders surveyed in 2024.

On average, all USG agencies scored well, with perceived influence and helpfulness between 80 and 90 percent
across three survey waves. The three agencies for which we have historical data charted improvements in their
performance scores between 2017 and 2024. USAID and DoS increased their perceived influence and
helpfulness by roughly 5-6 percentage points. MCC saw a 2-3 percentage point increase across the two
performance measures. Nevertheless, though they flew the same flag, survey responses indicate subtle

differences in how leaders assessed the comparative contributions of each of the agencies.
Historically, leaders have viewed USAID and MCC as more helpful than influential. Comparatively, the DFC was

more influential than helpful in the single survey for which we have data (2024). DoS performance was more

evenly matched across the two performance measures. In the most recent survey, leaders surveyed viewed
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USAID (87.2 percent) and the DFC (86.6 percent) as the most influential of the USG agencies. MCC and USAID

were rated as the most helpful of the agencies (just over 89 percent for each).

Table 1B. Individual-level footprints and performance of U.S. government agencies,
2017-2024

Agency Name  Survey Measure 2017 2020 2024

DFC footprint NA NA 3.3
influence NA NA 86.6
helpfulness NA NA 80.5
MCC footprint 5.4 7.2 5
influence 82 85.4 84.4
helpfulness 86.5 86.2 89.4
State footprint 14.6 18.8 18.8
influence 81.3 83.1 86.8
helpfulness 81 84.9 86
USAID footprint 29 31.8 31.8
influence 81.5 81 87.2
helpfulness 84 84.5 89.3

The U.S. government made a series of moves in early 2025 to reassess and downsize its development finance
portfolio, reducing the number of agencies, projects, and dollars it supports. Looking forward, how might these
changes affect Global South leaders’ perceptions of the U.S. as a development partner? The U.S. will likely see a
downturn in its footprint in the coming years, much like what we have seen with other traditional bilaterals over
the last decade, as fewer leaders report receiving its advice and assistance. Less certain is how these changes
will affect the perceived performance of the U.S. overall and at the agency level. There are a few possible

scenarios to consider.

Since leaders only assess the performance of those from whom they receive advice or assistance, there may be
limited to no impact on perceived influence or helpfulness for agencies like MCC, DFC, or DoS, particularly if
there are no major changes in how these agencies engage with counterparts in low- and middle-income
countries. Nevertheless, given far-reaching changes proposed by the administration of President Donald
Trump—from budget and personnel cuts to tying development assistance dollars to ensuring America is
stronger, safer, and more prosperous—it is unlikely that the operations of remaining agencies will be unaffected
(DoS, 2025).
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In analyzing U.S. performance scores, we find that one of the key drivers of perceived U.S. influence is the
amount of ODA (grants and no- or low-interest loans) it provides versus that which is provided by other
development partners. In other words, the more ODA dollars the U.S. government provided to a counterpart
nation, the more likely it was that a leader from that country considered the U.S. to be influential. Notably,
USAID was the main provider of ODA supplied by the U.S. to low- and middle-income countries (OECD CRS). In
a world where USAID exists at a reduced level or not at all, we could see slippage in the degree to which leaders
view the U.S. as influential. However, this could be less about the existence of a specific agency, per se, than a

broader reflection on the volume and structure of U.S. assistance.

In Chapter 4, we look at why leaders say a development partner is influential and helpful and what they value in
their preferred partners. In addition to providing financial or material resources (deemed important to influence
and helpfulness), Global South leaders highly prized the ability to access high-quality international expertise
through engaging with a development partner. This expectation could pose a problem for U.S. performance in
the future, if the current administration’s reform efforts trigger a reduction in the quality and accessibility of
technical personnel staffing U.S.-funded development projects. This concern is not unfounded. Past efforts to
merge and curb the independence of aid programs in places like Australia, New Zealand, and the United
Kingdom have been forced to contend with lost technical expertise due to layoffs and voluntary departures of

specialized personnel (Mathew and Custer, 2023).
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4. Attraction: What do leaders look for in their partners?

A fundamental truth can get lost in donor-centric discussions of development finance:
low- and middle-income countries have agency. The decisions of bilateral aid agencies
and multilateral organizations regarding how much they are willing to invest, where, and
in what programs certainly affect the choices available. However, Global South leaders
ultimately determine with whom they want to partner to catalyze socio-economic
progress for their countries. This chapter considers possible factors that may shape

leader perceptions of development partner performance.

In addressing this question, we can utilize the Listening to Leaders Survey in two ways.
First, we use retrospective responses over the past decade to assess the odds that
different types of leaders would rate a development partner more or less favorably.
Second, we analyze leader responses to questions about why they thought a partner
was influential and helpful, as well as the attributes they valued most.*® In analyzing the
responses, we report the percentage of respondents who selected a given reason or
attribute in 2024 and compare these answers to prior surveys conducted in 2020 and
2017.

Why influential? = % of leaders who selected a reason to explain what made an

organization influential in shaping domestic policy priorities in their country

Why helpful? = % of leaders who selected a reason to explain what made an

organization helpful in supporting reform implementation in their country

Most valuable? = % of leaders who selected an attribute as the quality they value most

in a partner

In the remainder of this chapter, we assess the odds that leaders of different types rate
development partners more or less favorably (section 4.1), examine the ingredients
leaders consider important in explaining the performance of development partners
(section 4.2) and assess the attributes leaders say they value most in a partner (section
4.3). We highlight three takeaways about the factors that shape Global South leaders'’

perspectives of their partners:

*8 Respondents could select reasons and attributes from a preset list of responses and were then asked follow-up
questions to drill down on those preferences.
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e Money matters, but leaders in some country contexts—lower-income,
democratic, and moderately vulnerable countries—are more predisposed than
others to view partners favorably.

e Resources, respect, and relationships were top-of-mind for Global South leaders
explaining what made development partners top performers.

e Global South leaders place a premium on development partners willing to adapt

their strategies to local needs and plan for long-term sustainability.
4.1 Performance perceptions across leaders of different types

Donors with deep pockets could theoretically ‘buy’ influence or favorability in the eyes
of their counterparts in low- and middle-income countries simply by bringing more
money to the table. Past research, including several AidData surveys, has found some
evidence to support this idea: development partners that disbursed a higher volume
of official development assistance dollars tend to be seen by in-country counterparts
as more influential and helpful, on average (Custer et al., 2015 and 2018; Faust et al.,
2016). Other studies using different methods also support the argument that foreign
aid dollars have the potential to shape elite political preferences, such as buying votes
in international fora like the United Nations (Strliver, 2016), as well as influencing

national policy processes (Khan et al., 2018).

The breadth of our sample creates opportunities to systematically assess how
attitudes may vary depending on a leader’s job or expertise, the country in which they
live, and the choices specific donors make regarding their assistance. In this section,
we take a closer look at how individual, country, and donor characteristics may

contribute to how leaders perceive the performance of their development partners.

Finding #6. Money matters, but leaders in some country contexts—lower-income,
democratic, and moderately vulnerable countries—are more predisposed than others to

view partners favorably

Using a decade’s worth of data from our LtL surveys, we constructed a series of
statistical tests to assess whether and how official development assistance (hereafter
aid) dollars may be correlated with perceptions of development partner performance.
We find that the amount of aid a donor provides is positively and significantly
associated with the probability that it is viewed as influential in shaping development
priorities.*” Each additional $1 million in yearly total outlays for a donor country

increases the probability of a leader finding that development partner influential by

* These results were robust across all model specifications (varying both the method and the covariates). For more
information, please see the technical appendix.
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between 0.02 percent and 0.03 percent.”

Nevertheless, leader perceptions are not straightforward and unlikely to be a function
of the volume of assistance provided alone. A notable limitation of our analysis is that
the same amount of dollars spent may have a substantially different impact in one
country versus another, depending on the size of the recipient. Moreover, we find that
smaller donors with modest financial means can position themselves for outsized
influence and helpfulness beyond what we would expect to see if perceived
performance was strictly a function of money alone (Custer et al., 2015, 2018, and
2021). The opposite is true for some larger donors with ample financial means that
routinely punch below their weight in perceived influence and helpfulness (Custer et
al., 2018 and 2021; Faust et al., 2016). The fragmentation of aid has been less
conclusive about how this may affect leader perceptions. At times, donors have
appeared to have greater influence in countries where aid is less fragmented (Parks et
al., 2016). However, in other studies, there has been no discernible effect (Custer et
al., 2021).

One clue to decoding the contradiction is to look beyond volume to how
development partners channel their assistance. Donors who are seen as aligning their
assistance with local priorities, supporting activities across sectors, and disbursing less
untied aid and technical assistance as a share of their portfolio have tended to be
perceived as more influential and helpful (Custer et al., 2015, 2018). In some cases,
donors with higher shares of country programmable aid (CPA) as a percentage of their
overall aid were seen as more influential (Custer et al., 2018; Faust et al., 2016; Parks
etal., 2016).>" In their mixed-method study, Kunert et al. (2021) found that influence
and helpfulness were positively correlated with the degree to which donors channeled
their aid on budget and with greater predictability, pooled funding, aligned with

country priorities, and built strong interpersonal relationships with counterparts.

Job responsibilities and expertise might inform performance perceptions, so we
assessed the odds that different types of leaders rated development partners as
influential and helpful. Government officials were 15 percent more likely to consider a

donor as influential and 32 percent more likely to rate them as helpful compared to

% This analysis is limited to the provision of grants and concessional lending (no- or low-interest loans), which meet the
OECD"s aid criteria and excludes non-concessional lending and export credits (other official flows). For this reason, we
restricted this analysis to only include traditional bilateral and multilateral development partners who continue to supply
much of their development finance in the form of conventional aid.

1 This has not always been the case, as we did not find similar evidence of this in our first LtL survey (Custer et al., 2015),
nor did a similar study conducted related to perceptions of U.S. performance (Sethi and Solis, 2020).
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local representatives of development partners.> Parliamentarians had 34 percent
higher odds of viewing a donor as helpful compared to the same baseline.>
Respondents in the environment and social sectors were more likely to view a donor as
influential, 25 and 27 percent, respectively, than their peers working on economic
issues.> Leaders in the rural development sector had lower odds of rating a donor
helpful (11 percent). Social sector experts were more positive, with 13 percent higher

odds of rating them helpful than those in the economic sector.

Past analyses suggest that specific donors may have a discernible comparative
advantage with leaders from certain sectors (e.g., Germany in the environment,
Denmark in social policy) and stakeholder groups (e.g., Denmark and Germany with
host government officials) relative to their peers (Parks et al., 2016; Faust et al., 2016).
Familiarity can also breed affinity, as host government officials who previously worked
full-time for at least one traditional development partner tended to view
non-traditional partners less favorably (Custer et al., 2015). Gender has appeared to
play less of a decisive role in explaining why leaders view some donors as more
attractive than others (Custer et al., 2021; Sethi and Solis, 2020).

Countries are not monolithic, and leaders may differ in their perspectives on the
performance of the partners with whom they work. We put this question to the test by
assessing the odds of leaders rating development partners as influential and helpful in
diverse conditions (e.g., geographic region, income level, fragility level, regime type,
small island status). Two regions present a challenge for donors. Leaders from South
Asia, and the Middle East and North Africa, had 34 and 30 percent lower odds,
respectively, of rating their partners as influential compared to leaders in the East Asia
and Pacific region.> This negative perception extended to helpfulness, with leaders
from these regions having 15 and 32 percent lower odds, respectively, of viewing their
partners as helpful, compared to the same baseline. Leaders from Latin America and
the Caribbean also had a pessimistic view: respondents had 24 percent lower odds of
finding a partner helpful. Conversely, leaders from Europe and Central Asia (13
percent) and Sub-Saharan Africa (8 percent) had higher odds of rating their partners as

%2 |n constructing each odds ratio, we identified one category as the “baseline” against which the other categories were
being compared. For the stakeholder type, we used “local representatives of development partners” as the baseline to
compare each of the other groups: government officials, parliamentarians, independent experts, civil society, and private
sector.

¥ We did not find a significant effect of being a member of parliament on perceptions of development partner influence.
¥ In constructing each odds ratio, we identified one category as the “baseline” against which the other categories were
being compared. For the sector of expertise, we used “economic” as the baseline to compare each of the other groups:
social, rural development, governance, infrastructure, environment, and other.

%% In constructing each odds ratio, we identified one category as the “baseline” against which the other categories were
being compared. For geographic regions, we used “East Asia and Pacific” as the baseline to compare each of the other
groups: Europe and Central Asia, South Asia, Middle East and North Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean, and
Sub-Saharan Africa. None of the other country cohort types (including region, income, fragility, small island state status,
and level of democracy) had significant results that held across models for influence.
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helpfu

Poorer countries considered development partners to be more helpful than wealthier
ones. Leaders from low-income settings had 66 percent higher odds of rating donors
as helpful than those from high-income countries. This was also true for lower-middle
income (46 percent higher odds) and upper-middle-income (27 percent higher odds)
against the same baseline.” This finding is consistent with an earlier study which found
that wealthier countries were more negatively predisposed to view a donor as helpful
(Custer et al., 2015).

Fragility is a more complicated story. “Extremely fragile” countries had 22 percent
lower odds of viewing their partners as helpful in supporting reform implementation
compared to “not fragile” contexts. “Somewhat fragile” states were more appreciative
of the helpfulness of their partners (15 percent) compared to the same baseline.
Relatedly, small island states, which grapple with vulnerabilities such as rising sea
levels and climate change, have 20 percent higher odds of viewing their partners as

helpful, compared to other countries.

Past studies also underscore the challenge of delivering well in fragile contexts where
leaders tend to be less optimistic about the prospects of reform progress (Custer et al.,
2018). These leaders can view partners as less influential (Parks et al., 2016). This could
be related to the difficulties progressive leaders in these contexts face in mobilizing an
enabling environment for reform at the local level, which may be an important
predictor of a donor's perceived performance. Custer et al. (2015) found that
development partners were seen as more influential in contexts with a breadth of
domestic political support for reform and less influential in countries where the chief
executive opposed reform. Faust et al. (2016) similarly found that the breadth of

domestic support for reform was important in explaining Germany's influence.

When we consider all four surveys, leaders in autocratic nations were more skeptical:
they had 23 percent lower odds than those in democracies of rating their development
partners as helpful. This finding is intriguing, because some studies using earlier waves
of the survey in isolation did not find regime type to have a discernible effect on
perceptions of donor performance (Custer et al., 2015 and 2018; Parks et al., 2016).
That said, the specifics may matter. In some cases, specific development partners may
have an advantage with certain regime types, such as the U.S. with democracies (Sethi
and Solis, 2020) and Germany with autocracies (Faust et al., 2016).

* Note that the results for helpfulness refer to a model specification that includes variables for region as well as country
cohort types, unlike the specification for influence which does not include country cohorts.
" The baseline for the income category was “high income.”
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4.2 What makes development partners influential and helpful?

Finding #7. Resources, respect, and relationships were top of mind for Global South

leaders in explaining what made development partners top performers

Over forty percent of leaders surveyed in 2024 identified the provision of financial or
material resources as the most important ingredient to explain the influence of a
development partner. Although the intensity of that preference varied, from half of
Middle Eastern and North African leaders to roughly a third of leaders surveyed from
Europe and Central Asia, this reason was consistently ranked first among all the options.
Leaders in 2017 and 2020 agreed with this assessment, identifying the provision of
financial or material resources as the top reason for influence, at roughly similar levels.®®
This rationale extended to other performance dimensions: 32 percent of leaders in 2024
selected financial or material resources among the top reasons for a partner’s
helpfulness. There was a high degree of durability to this finding across all geographic

regions and previous surveys.*’

Beyond money, expertise is often another element of a development partner’s
resources that Global South leaders associate with influence. In 2024, 22 percent of
leaders surveyed selected access to international experts among their top reasons for a
partner’s influence in shaping their domestic priorities.®® However, not all expertise may
be equally valued. Leaders from South Asia and Latin America and the Caribbean
emphasized that advice and assistance should be of “high quality.”¢' Meanwhile,
whether a development partner was the appropriate institution to provide advice
mattered strongly to respondents from Europe and Central Asia and Latin America and
the Caribbean.®” This is not the first time leaders have placed a high premium on
international expertise, with roughly one-quarter of leaders surveyed in 2017 pointing

to this as a reason for influence and helpfulness.

Respect for in-country counterparts was another theme that emerged in leader
responses on what made a development partner influential. This appeared in two
respects: respect for the host government’s authority and perceived alignment with the

government’s national development strategy. In 2024, 22 percent of leaders surveyed

%8 In 2020, 40 percent of leaders selected provision of financial/material resources as a top reason for influence. In 2017,
just under 40 percent of leaders selected this reason.

% In 2020 and 2017, roughly 38 percent of leaders emphasized financial/material resources as a top reason for
helpfulness, and in 2024, between 27 and 36 percent of respondents from different regions did the same.

¢ |n 2024, access to international experts was often in the top 3 reasons for influence across regions, with the exception
of South Asia and East Asia and the Pacific.

¢ In 2024, 21 percent of leaders from South Asia and 20 percent of leaders from Latin America and the Caribbean
emphasized the high quality of advice/assistance as a top reason for influence.

¢ In 2024, 19 percent of leaders from Europe and Central Asia and 21 percent of leaders from Latin America and the
Caribbean emphasized “appropriate institution to provide assistance” as a top reason for influence.
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globally identified respect for the government’s authority as the second most important
reason for a development partner’s influence. It was consistently a top three cited
reason for influence across all regions, except Europe and Central Asia.®® That said,
leaders in East Asia and Pacific placed slightly more weight on partners aligning their
activities with the government’s development strategy. This was among the top reasons

for influence cited by leaders in prior years (35 percent in 2020 and 28 percent in 2017).

The importance of relationships with in-country counterparts was a third theme evident
in survey responses. Leaders surveyed in 2024 identified close collaboration with
government counterparts (51 percent) and building support among locals (28 percent)
as two of the top reasons that made a development partner helpful in implementing
policy changes. Although the intensity of these preferences varied,* collaboration with
the government always ranked first, and building support among locals was one of the

top three reasons across geographic regions.

Leaders from East Asia and the Pacific had the most intensely held preferences: 60
percent of the region’s respondents selected collaboration with the government as a
top reason for helpfulness, and 32 percent said the same for building support among
locals. These reasons also scored well with leaders in prior surveys conducted in 2020
and 2017.% Since we observed previously that leaders from the Middle East and North
Africa have lower odds of rating a partner as influential or helpful, it is worth
spotlighting a noticeable difference in responses from leaders from this region on
reasons for helpfulness. Respondents from the MENA region tended to place a much
stronger premium on a development partner’s ability to provide valuable information for
use in monitoring and evaluation (23 percent) and careful management of resources (20

percent).®

¢ The intensity of preference varied from a high of 27 percent in the Middle East and North Africa to 13 percent in
Europe and Central Asia.

¢ In 2024, “close collaboration with government counterparts” was selected as a top reason for helpfulness for between
44 and 60 percent of leaders depending on the region, while “building support among locals” was selected by a range
of between 21 and 32 percent of leaders across regions.

¢ |In 2020, 35 percent of leaders selected “working closely with government officials” as an important reason for
influence. That same year, roughly 48 percent emphasized “close collaboration with government counterparts” as critical
to helpfulness (+6 percentage points since 2017 survey). “Building support among locals” was also a popular reason for
helpfulness in 2020, selected by roughly 31 percent of respondents that year.

¢ |In comparison to global percentages of 13 percent and 15 percent, respectively.
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Figure 15. Why did respondents view development partners as being influential?

Percentage of respondents in 2024 who selected specific reasons that development partners were influential

Region
Global LAC MENA

Respected gov authority 22% 25% 13% 22% 27% 27% 24%
Access to int'l experts 22% 18% 23% 27% 21% 19% 22%

Worked closely with gov 19% 17% 17% 17% 18% 26% 21%
e e vaingy 20% 26% 16% 17% 15% 14% 21%
iy rive 17% 15% 19% 21% 18% 15% 14%
High quality advice/assistance 18% 18% 18% 20% 9% 21% 17%
oo 88 o 15% 12% 12% 15% 25% 19% 16%
Norked Cosely e ooy 15% 14% 17% 15% 12% 8% 16%
Aggﬁ'):z;:;;s;;"gﬁgg% 1% 17% 10% 1% 6% 10% 10%
policy/programmatic 10% 12% 10% 4% 10% 12% 10%

) _discussions

Evidence that |n|t[at::reeevdv:§ 6% 7% 6% 3% 9% 5% 6%
Support of champions 4% 5% 3% 4% 8% 8% 3%

Broad support from citizens 5% 7% 5% 4% 2% 4% 4%
Evidence on the r?nsizjila:fivoef 4% 4% 4% 4% 0% 8% 3%

Figure 16. Why did respondents view development partners as being helpful?

Percentage of respondents in 2024 who selected specific reasons that development partners were helpful

Region
Global LAC MENA
counterparts

Suplied financiellrngoaut:?(;'glsI 32% 27% 31% u 32%
Helped build support alrggglg 28% 32% 21% 26% 23% 24% 31%
e vercomang barrers 7% 18% 15 e 16% 20% 17%
SISO TR AS% 2% 0% % 12% 1%
Tl e e W 2% 20%  10% 2%
Exercised careful n;??:?:ﬂ::st 15% 12% 12% 17% 20% 17% 16%
Provided valuable info if:ll'mugg 13% 14% 16% 13% 23% 13% 10%
CpledmenIesy ww 1e% 1% 1% 1% 1% 15%

Aligned its impl tati
with those from ther orge 9% 12% 50 8% 6% 6% 10%
Minimized ai(rjnnslr;rg::?;?ioor: 7% 8% 7% 6% 6% 7% 7%
Helped implementers make 5% 5% 3% 5% 9% 3% 6%

course corrections
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4.3 What attributes do leaders value most in a development partner?

Finding #8. Global South leaders place a premium on development partners willing to

adapt their strategies to local needs and plan for long-term sustainability

Navigating a decade of disruption, leaders pointed to two attributes they value most in
their development partners: adaptability and sustainability. Forty percent of leaders
surveyed in both 2024 and 2020 identified a “willingness to adapt strategies to country
needs” as the quality they valued most in a development partner.’ In a follow-up
question, we asked leaders who selected this attribute to reflect on what made a
development partner adaptable. Their responses concentrated around three aspects of
adaptability: adjusting approaches following consultation with domestic stakeholders
(65 percent), making modifications for projects to be more relevant to the local social,
cultural, and political context (50 percent), and aligning projects and programs with the

country’s national development strategy (49 percent).®®

Leaders across the two surveys also agreed on the second most valuable attribute for a
preferred partner: “prioritizing long-term planning,” which was selected by 24 and 18
percent of respondents in 2024 and 2020, respectively. What does it mean in practice
for a partner to prioritize long-term planning? Leaders’ responses emphasized three
facets of sustainability: process, outcomes, and people. Survey respondents prized
partners’ focus on building institutional capacity and systems to sustain the work in the
long term (60 percent). They emphasized prioritizing longer-term impacts of activities
beyond the life of the project itself (49 percent). Finally, leaders stressed coordination

with other actors in a particular sector or region (42 percent).

Nearly all regions, except Latin America and the Caribbean, identified long-term
planning among the top two attributes they valued in their partners. There was the
strongest agreement among regional leaders about the importance of building
institutional capacity (52 to 69 percent). Prioritizing long-term impacts was a consistently
attractive attribute (38 to 55 percent). There was more volatility in how much leaders
emphasized coordination with other actors as a priority—this was in the top 3 choices in
four of six geographic regions. East Asia and Pacific respondents also explicitly cited
planning for a transition after the partnership (45 percent) and conducting feasibility

assessments (45 percent) as other important considerations.

¢ "Willingness to adapt” was always within the top 2 most valued attributes in 2024, but the intensity with which leaders
emphasized this varied, from a high of 52 percent of respondents from the Middle East and North Africa to a low of 32
percent in South Asia.

¢ There was generally broad agreement on these attributes of adaptability, which typically were consistently in the top 3
choices across most regions.
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Leaders in Latin America were more adamant that trustworthiness (reliably offering
sound advice or useful advice or support) was a more critical attribute they valued in a
development partner. Twenty percent of leaders from the Latin America region selected
this option in 2024 compared to 16 percent globally—a roughly 4 percentage point
difference. Further unpacking what this means in practice, leaders who selected
trustworthiness as a valuable attribute most often identified that an institution must
have a good reputation internationally (57 percent), be straightforward and honest (41
percent), and that its organizational staff must develop trust with domestic stakeholders

(34 percent).

Once again, there were some regional differences in how leaders interpreted
trustworthiness. South Asian leaders emphasized that a partner should be responsive
and communicate regularly, as well as follow through on commitments made in a timely
manner. Leaders in sub-Saharan Africa more heavily weighted the transparency of
motives and decision-making processes as a core ingredient to what made a partner

trustworthy.

Figure 17. What did leaders say they valued most in a development partner?

Percentage of respondents who selected a specific attribute in 2024 as one they valued in a development partner

Region
Global EAP ECA LAC MENA SA SSA

Org is willing to adapt 31%
Org prioritizes I%Tg:;:g 24% 24% 30% 17%
Org is trustworthy 16% 17% 18% 20% 9% 20% 14%

Org adheres to int'l 11% 6% 12% 13% 8% 4% 14%

commitments/standards

Org is well-endowed 8% 9% 10% 10% 6% 8% 6%
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Figure 18. What did leaders say made a development partner adaptable?

Percentage of respondents who selected a specific attribute in 2024 as exemplifying what it meant in practice for a
partner to “adapt its strategies to country needs”

Region
Global EAP ECA LAC MENA SA SSA

Willing to adapt approaches
and strategies

Adapting projects to
socio-cultural / political
environment

Willingness to align projects
and/or programs with national
strategy

Adapting financing modalities
to the needs

Convening stakeholders to
co-create solutions

Willing to change their
approach in the face of 16% 17% 13% 20% 22% 18% 14%

shocks/disasters

Figure 19. What did leaders say made a development partner prioritize long-term
planning?
Percentage of respondents who selected a given attribute in 2024 as exemplifying what it meant in practice for a partner

to “prioritize long-term planning”

Region
Global EAP ECA LAC MENA SA SSA

Building institutional
capacity for sustainability

Prioritizing long-term impacts

Coordinating with other actors
in sector/region

Planning a transition for
after the partnership

Conducting feasibility
assessments

Ensuring financial flows are 8% 14% 9% 8% 0% 10% 59%

recorded in budget

51



5. Conclusion: Reimagining future development cooperation

If the past decade was one of disruption, the next decade does not promise fairer
weather for development cooperation. Traditional bilaterals are retreating from earlier
official development assistance commitments and shifting money to defense and
domestic priorities, while revamping programs to better reflect their national interests.
Rising skepticism towards multilateralism and declining core contributions are
challenging the viability of the UN system and international finance institutions to serve
as robust venues for development cooperation. There has been a growing backlash as
Global South countries question whether conventional aid has done more harm than
good. Meanwhile, rising powers are challenging the traditional rules of the game and

advocating for South-South Cooperation as a more sustainable alternative.

Simply put, development cooperation in this next decade faces a reckoning. Aid is an
insufficient and unsustainable fuel to drive development outcomes. As advanced
economies grapple with growing inequalities at home, political leaders recognize that it
is increasingly untenable for them to make a case for development cooperation based
solely on altruism. Their counterparts in low- and middle-income countries, meanwhile,
want greater voice and choice in determining what to prioritize and how best to
resource, deliver, and evaluate socio-economic progress. The heads of multilateral
organizations recognize the need to bolster legitimacy, improve agility, and diversify
their resource engines. Knowing and doing are two different things, however. Inertia

and vested interests are potent deterrents to change.

In this report, we surfaced a decade's worth of insights from our Listening to Leaders
Survey of public, private, and civil society leaders from 148 countries. Using surveys
conducted in 2014, 2017, 2020, and 2024, we analyzed who was working with whom,
how Global South leaders rated the performance of their development partners, and
what factors might explain these perceptions. It is clear from this analysis that while
development cooperation is imperfect, the preponderance of Global South leaders
view their external partners as delivering value, providing financial resources and

technical expertise, and working collaboratively with government and civil society.

In the next decade, development cooperation will likely be reimagined, as governments
and international organizations revisit how they create, finance, and deliver value in
support of Global South countries. As we conclude this Listening to Leaders 2025
report, we reflect on what our roughly 13,000 survey responses might tell us about how
development cooperation can and should evolve. We highlight three opportunities for

action.
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Opportunity #1. Reorient future cooperation around shared prosperity and mutual

benefit

Traditional bilaterals are at a critical juncture. The tendency to position bilateral aid as
entirely altruistic—solely for other countries’ benefit—inadvertently raised taxpayer ire
and political opposition at home. Political scrutiny and public criticism over aid
programs prompted many advanced economies to make abrupt and dramatic changes
to their aid architecture in ways that risk squandering critical technical expertise at home
and counterpart goodwill abroad. Global South countries are less secure and more
vulnerable, as they scramble to find alternative resources and expertise to sustain

critical development gains.

There is an alternative path: rather than pure altruism, bilateral development
cooperation could be more forthright in identifying areas of shared interest that are still
responsive to what Global South counterparts want, while still strategically aligned with
a donor’s national interests. As traditional bilaterals reorient their aid programs, it will be
important to get the balance right if they want to amplify their ability to translate

development assistance into global influence.

For traditional bilaterals that care about projecting influence with foreign leaders and
publics, they should also be mindful that financial resources and technical expertise
were by far the top two reasons to explain leader perceptions of development partner
performance. Rather than reducing aid budgets, they could focus on how to better

target and structure this assistance to get the most performance bang for their buck.

Survey responses highlight how traditional bilaterals might advance their priorities while
still positioning themselves well in the eyes of Global South leaders. Respect for the
host government’s authority, alignment with the host government’s national
development strategy, and collaboration with host government and civil society actors
were all key to describing why a development partner was influential or helpful. Leaders
emphasized adaptability as a desirable attribute in their preferred partners, such as the
willingness to adjust approaches in consultation with domestic stakeholders or to

modify projects to fit the social, cultural, and political context.
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Opportunity #2. Safeguard multilateral venues with an expanded voice for middle

powers

Despite waning multilateralism, UN agencies and international finance institutions held
steady or expanded their footprints, working with more Global South leaders and
countries in 2024 than in 2017. When it comes to performance, these traditional
multilaterals have consistently dominated the leaderboard on influence and helpfulness
over the last decade, even as Global South leaders have more choice in their

development partners than ever before.

Nevertheless, these traditional venues for international cooperation are under
tremendous pressure from two directions. OECD DAC donors are reducing their aid
commitments and increasingly channeling their assistance bilaterally or via issue-specific
vertical funds. In parallel, non-traditional development partners and Global South
countries are clamoring for greater voice and vote in the governance of international

organizations.

Multilateral organizations have had to tread quite carefully in rebalancing power among
their shareholders and member countries, for fear of losing traditional contributors.
However, as large traditional bilaterals cut back their aid and engagement in
international organizations, the strategic calculus may shift. Non-traditional
development partners, smaller DAC bilaterals, and Global South countries may

increasingly represent the future of multilateral development cooperation.

In a world characterized by intensified geopolitical competition, traditional multilaterals
could position themselves as trustworthy venues to adjudicate between conflicting
interests in ways that strengthen the negotiating power of non-traditional development
partners, along with other low- and middle-income countries. Survey responses
underscore that doubling down on building trust with Global South counterparts could
help multilaterals cement their status as preferred partners, even as the broader
development ecosystem is disrupted. Leaders pointed to the importance of an
institution’s reputation for honesty and transparency and its processes for

communicating regularly and timely follow-through on commitments.
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Opportunity #3. Get serious about policy coherence and a broader suite of economic

tools

Low- and middle-income countries look for partners to unlock financing and expertise
to help them build the political institutions, technical capacity, and strong societies
necessary to mobilize domestic resources and attract foreign investment. In conflict
and crisis, they seek to ensure that short-term emergencies do not derail hard-won

progress in the long term.

Official development assistance (aid)—such as that employed by many of the bilateral
and multilateral partners assessed in this report—is a critical resource for
resource-constrained countries to address challenges that cannot yet attract private
sector investment. At the same time, aid is problematic in two respects. It is
unpredictable: aid waxes, wanes, and pivots in response to the priorities of
government agencies and international organizations. It is also inherently
unsustainable. Aid is a temporary, time-bound solution rather than a renewable

resource that low- and middle-income countries can or should rely upon.

The survey results indicate that Global South leaders recognize this. They want
development partners to prioritize sustainability in building local capacity, prioritizing
long-term impacts, and coordinating well with other actors, rather than working in
isolation. Some survey respondents also explicitly cited planning for a transition after
the partnership as another key consideration. Rather than episodically reacting to
short-term crises, development partners should look to create the conditions for

countries to transition from aid to trade and investment partners.

As aid is likely to be in increasingly short supply in the coming decade, it will be even
more important for development partners to focus on creating synergies between aid
and other tools of economic statecraft, such as trade, foreign direct investment, and
remittances. These non-aid flows are critical to help low- and middle-income countries
expand the available resource envelope to advance development in their societies. This
implies that international organizations and government agencies need to walk the talk
of “policy coherence,” ensuring broader economic policies are helping, not hindering,
this goal (OECD, 2023c).
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