Capacity Development Under Program-based Approaches:

Results from the LENPA Forum of April 2005

The purpose of this article is to synthesize some of the thinking and conclusions emerging from a three-day forum on Capacity Development Under Program-Based Approaches sponsored by the Learning Network on Program-Based Approaches (LENPA) in Washington from April 25-27, 2005.
 Following some introductory paragraphs intended to situate the forum in recent historical context, I will summarize the major lessons from the forum under each of five major headings used in the course of the discussions themselves.

Background

LENPA is a network of analysts, specialists, and program officers from international development agencies all over the world. It was created in Nov. 2001, to exchange information and analysis on Program-Based Approaches (PBAs) and enhance the quality of information and analysis available to the development community on this subject, from an aid-effectiveness perspective. Sharing of information takes place through annual international conferences and via the network’s extranet site, currently hosted by the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA). This site provides a one-page brief on the LENPA network that includes a definition of PBAs. Users can register to obtain access to this site from the home page at http://web.acdi-cida.gc.ca/pbas.

This conference was the fourth LENPA forum, following earlier forums in Ottawa (2002), Berlin (2003) and Tokyo (2004). Each of these included attention to capacity development (CD) issues. However, there was a felt need to pursue the interface between CD and PBAs in more depth, and in particular to provide some empirical material to work from. Indeed, it was the more-or-less absolute dearth or empirical material on this subject that motivated the organization of this forum.

The Washington forum sought to help fill this vacuum by focusing quite heavily on case studies. A total of 13 case studies were presented. Papers, as well as PowerPoint presentations, were prepared for most of these cases, all of which are available on the extranet site (refer to agenda and documents list).

Other items included: two presentations of a more conceptual nature (see concept paper and the presentations by Lavergne and Morgan); a review of World Bank experience in building state capacity in Africa; two good practice papers on capacity development for public financial management and procurement; and a presentation by the coordinator of the recently created Learning Network on Capacity Development (LenCD), which operates on principles similar to those of LENPA, but specifically on CD issues.

The concepts of capacity development (CD) and program-based approaches (PBAs) have become intimately associated with the discourse on aid effectiveness in recent years. For instance, the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness of March 2, 2005 makes explicit reference to both these concepts in indicators 4 and 9, and includes references to the underlying principles of CD and PBAs in virtually every other indicator.

Both concepts emerged out of donor concerns for enhanced aid effectiveness. Each of these concepts in fact connotes a particular model or approach to aid effectiveness. The “CD approach” is the older of the two, and goes back to the early 1990s. That approach takes a systems perspective, and focuses on capacity development as a domestic process of change that outside partners can influence but not drive or “do” as might be implied in other models (for instance, in the expression “capacity building.” Local ownership, and the focus on domestic systems and processes as the appropriate entry point, are thus key dimensions of the CD paradigm. The CD paradigm makes a distinction between CD processes themselves and external efforts to promote those processes.

The concept of PBAs is a more recent one that emerged in Nov. 2001 with the creation of the Learning Network on Program-Based Approaches (LENPA). However, the concept of PBAs was itself an extension and generalization of ideas associated with Sector-Wide Approaches (SWAps), going back to the mid-1990s. Local ownership and the primacy of local institutions are central to PBAs, as they are to CD. However, the emphasis under PBAs is on donor collaboration in support of host-partner programs that are relatively comprehensive in scope. The principle of comprehensiveness, implied in the word “program” thus takes on particular importance in PBAs.

Understood as instruments for pursuing the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), PBAs can be seen to have two preoccupations. The first one is the scaling-up of activities proven to be effective in meeting the MDGs (more schools, more textbooks, more teachers…). The second is enhanced institutional performance or productivity, leading to improved outcomes, regardless of scale. Improved performance is precisely what the CD challenge is about.

Operationally, the emphasis under PBAs has tended to be predominantly on government systems and government-to-government aid mechanisms. In contrast, the literature on CD is split between a current that emphasizes government institutions and another that focuses on CD at the level of the community or with non-government organizations.

Despite differences of emphasis, the link between the CD and PBA paradigms has been made before, notably in the 1999 annual meeting of the DAC Informal Network on Institutional and Capacity Development, the central theme of which was “Sector-Wide Approaches (SWAps), Multi-sectoral Approaches and Partnerships. In most donor organizations, the corporate units or individuals responsible for providing leadership on PBAs and CD are one and the same.

Capacity development is central to the rationale for PBAs (see PBAs: A New Way of Doing Business). Much of the critique of stand-alone projects that led to the emergence of the PBA model is premised on the idea that projects often undermine institutional capacity in development countries by creating parallel structures rather than working with existing institutional arrangements. Under PBAs, this approach is reversed in favour of working with domestic institutions under a learning-by-doing approach. This establishes a tight link with the CD agenda, since PBAs thus become an instrument of capacity development. Furthermore, PBAs themselves can only succeed to the extent that local institutions have the capacity to deliver. This considerably raises the incentive for all parties to promote CD processes in those institutions.

Theoretical / conceptual issues

One of the difficulties of the CD concept is that it is such a broad concept that it is difficult to draw operational implications beyond the establishment of general principles. It is so broad, furthermore, as to impede communications. For some people, CD is synonymous with human development, for others, it is synonymous with organizational development. For some, capacity consists of skills and abilities; while for others the most important variables are issues of incentives and accountability. People end up saying and hearing different things.

While the Washington forum was not the place for dealing systematically with conceptual issues, some suggestions were made that might help to untangle some of the basic threads. One suggestion is that capacity understood as a bundle of “abilities” (as it is usually put in formal definitions of capacity) should be distinguished from issues of incentives and motivation and issues of governance. From this perspective, the basic conceptual set of the CD paradigm (capacity, capacity development, promotion of capacity development), is insufficient, and needs to be supplemented by a number of other conceptual elements that serve to “unpack” the concept of capacity and the links between capacity and performance.

The term “performance” itself requires some pause. Enhanced performance, or increased productivity, is what capacity development aims to achieve, for any given level of resource endowment. Performance thus refers to how well resources are used to produce results and to further improve performance over time. It can be measured in terms of unit costs, the quality and appropriateness of products and services, timeliness of delivery, the extent to which ongoing learning is taking place, etc.

Secondly, performance depends on “capacity,” to be sure, but to say this does not get us very far. Capacity can only be understood in terms of the various elements of capacity required to perform particular functions and to work together as a human system – what we might call “capacities” (plural). Various taxonomies exist of capacities. As Peter Morgan pointed out, the danger of such taxonomies is one of “reductionism” i.e. of focusing unduly on the parts rather than on how the parts fit and work together, but clearly, no understanding of capacity is possible without some sort of unpacking and assembling of the parts. The Washington forum did not spend much time on this, beyond the suggestion to distinguish between functional and socio-structural capacities.

Thirdly, there is an important distinction to be made between capacities understood as “abilities” in the conventional sense of the CD paradigm, and the increased attention that is being accorded to commitment and motivation and to good governance. “Capacity” understood in the sense of “abilities” is best understood as a potential to perform. For that potential to be translated into performance requires commitment and motivation. Good governance adds to the mix, by providing the conditions for capacity to be mobilized for the right purposes.

These conceptual elaborations allow us to propose the following logical sequences: 

· Right Mix of Capacities => Capacity to Perform.
· Capacity + Motivation => Performance.

Capacity + Motivation + Good Governance => Performance That Matters.

How useful these distinctions are will be determined by experience, but they seem to constitute a measure of progress in untangling the very complex concepts of capacity and performance. They also seem to resonate well with how people used these concepts in day-to-day life. 

False starts

In the case study work, participants were asked to reflect upon some of the “false starts” or misconstrued thinking that might condition the success of CD efforts under PBAs.

One question that remains to be answered more fully is how frequently and how thoroughly capacity diagnostic is done at the front end or indeed at any time in the life of PBAs. Considerable work tends to be done on the fiduciary side, as part of donors’ own risk management and mitigation exercises, given the tendency under PBAs to channel funds directly to domestic institutions. Excellent good practice papers on both public financial management and procurement were shared with forum participants. 

However, participants pointed to a lack of sufficient attention to issues of performance more generally, and to an ad hoc approach to CD, in response to specific needs rather than as part of an overall perspective on performance, including attention to the demand for performance.

Mention was made of insufficient or poor quality diagnostic work, driven by outside consultants, and of a tendency towards an excessively technocratic approach (insufficient attention to social or political dimensions of change, to issues of motivation and incentives, or to governance and accountability issues). The outcome of this was a tendency to rely on ready-made recipes, and the input-oriented solutions of the past, based on the more or less automatic use of technical assistance and training. 

Some examples did emerge, nonetheless, of more systematic efforts to come to terms with capacity development issues under PBAs, for example in the Honduras education PBA, where systematic diagnostic work is being done.

Donor roles

One of the contributions of the CD perspective is that it emphasizes domestic processes and the role of external partners such as donors in promoting those processes, rather than focusing on particular types of inputs, such as technical assistance or training. From this perspective, capacity development can be fostered in a number of ways. These include the following:

· Facilitating access to knowledge, technology, ideas, new management approaches
· Facilitation of multi-stakeholder processes (networking, relationship building, consensus building…)

· Engagement in policy dialogue and advocacy (including dialogue on specific policy reforms, the promotion of results-based approaches and accountability to beneficiaries, and advocacy in specific areas such as human rights or gender equality)

· Provision of incremental resources aimed at facilitating change processes

Providing space for learning by doing.

Analysis of this categorization reveals that there is a role for technical assistance and training; but a role also for direct intervention by donor representatives in policy dialogue; for the provision of incremental resources that might help to reduce resistance to change; and for making use of domestic institutional structures and procedures as a way of creating space for learning-by-doing. Clearly, the promotion of capacity development processes needs to be seen as an integral part of development cooperation, and not as something that can be addressed merely by throwing technical assistance and training at it.

What is remarkable about the PBA model is that it provides space for donors to play all of the above roles in an integrated way. Properly executed, PBAs combine all of the elements necessary for progress on the CD front: a systems perspective, human and financial resources, policy dialogue and space for learning-by-doing. PBAs are thus potentially a very potent vehicle for promoting capacity development processes.

Some interesting observations emerging from the case study discussions included the following:

· There is a role to be played by donors in drawing attention to capacity development issues, and possibly setting aside resources earmarked for this purpose.

· Change processes imply a multiplicity of actors and the role of each one needs to be understood. In some cases, one level of government may act as a catalyst of change at another level. For example, in the India-education case, the federal government was as much a donor, relative to the states, as were the development cooperation agencies.
· While the provision of incremental resources can help to stimulate change processes, this is most likely to happen if this is done strategically. A very interesting case in that regard was the Bolivia-water case, where access to resources by water providers was conditioned by performance but where assistance was also made available to improve performance. Incremental resources that serve only to scale up existing approaches or processes may do little to stimulate CD processes.

· In facilitating access to knowledge, there were some very interesting cases of donors facilitating South-South exchanges, for instance though the Africa Forum on PBAs in agriculture, and in the Chagas eradication program in Honduras.
In general, it was felt that the facilitation of multi-stakeholder processes was not receiving enough attention.
Strategies and Approaches

As noted above, PBAs open up opportunities for engagement in capacity development that go beyond what would be possible under stand alone projects. By working together at a system-wide level, partners can address issues or clusters of issues that would be hopelessly out-of-reach for individual projects. The question asked in Washington in this respect was whether the donor community was, in fact, availing itself of these opportunities. Questions included the following: 

· What sort of diagnostics are being done?
· What sorts of capacity assessments? 

· What understanding is there of existing CD processes?

· What sort of joint efforts are being made? 

· What resources are being brought to bear?

· How is local ownership being respected / promoted / expanded?

How are issues of incentives and accountability being addressed?
Although the forum’s answers to questions like these were inevitably anecdotal and impressionistic, the general finding was that diagnostic efforts have been limited in most cases except in fiduciary areas. However, there are some cases of joint efforts, such as in the Bolivia water PBA, and some cases of one donor taking the lead, as in the Honduras education PBA. A second observation that frequently emerged was the need for more attention to incentive issues, and to the relationship between salaries and performance. As already noted, the Bolivia water case was an interesting one, where incentives to engage in capacity development were built into the financial structure of the initiative.
Results to date
Participants in Washington were asked to consider various kinds of CD-oriented results: 

· Levels of particular capacities
· Evidence of improved performance

· Improved relationships among stakeholders

Enhanced, more sustainable CD processes.

On the whole, the amount of empirical evidence about increased capacity is still scarce. Partly, this is because most monitoring of PBAs tends to take place either at the level of policy implementation or at the level of specific outcomes. Performance itself, understood in the sense of improved productivity or improved quality of service, is rarely measured, or where it is measured, as in primary education, progress has been much slower than it has been in scaling up of services.

Of course, the cases reviewed did uncover examples of positive results, for example in the form of improved relationships among stakeholders in the Chagas eradication program, and of enhanced, more sustainable capacity development processes being put in place (Chagas eradication and Bolivia water). The India education SWAp has achieved progress in a wide range of areas.
One source of empirical results that was presented was the World Bank’s work on Effective States and Engaged Societies: Capacity Development For Growth, Service Delivery, Empowerment, and Security in Africa as presented by Brian Levy on the first day of the forum, which contains examples both of successful and less successful efforts of public sector reform in Africa. This presentation yielded some very interesting insights, and introduced participants to the concept of “strategic incrementalism” which suggests that wholesale reform is rarely achievable. What can be sought, instead, is an approach which is incremental, but which is so in a strategic way, with an eye to sustained progress over the long term.

This notion of strategic incrementalism much impressed the participants of the Washington forum, and the expression quickly became part of the group vocabulary. That capacity issues need to be managed holistically is well appreciated in the CD literature, which calls for a systems perspective. However, there is an increasing awareness that change in the real world is incremental in nature (see Boesen and Thirkildsen, Between Naivety and Cynicism). The concept of strategic incrementalism provides a bridge between the ideal and the real world of capacity development.

Challenges

Effective engagement in the promotion of capacity development processes is challenging for a number of reason. One of these is the political nature of change processes, which raises all sorts of questions about what is effective or not in different contexts, and requires an intimate knowledge of each context. Local ownership, which remains fundamental, does not mean that outside partners do not intervene. They do, and do so legitimately, because they are accountable to their own constituencies and for the pursuit of international objectives such as the Millennium Development Goals or the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. However, to intervene effectively, they must themselves have adequate capacity to perform, coupled with an appropriate and enduring presence on the ground. Incentive issues apply to donor representatives as much as they do to domestic institutions. Do donor representatives have the incentive and the time horizon to engage effectively in the promotion of capacity development processes?

The notion strategic incrementalism implies that the field is constantly shifting, raising challenges about development partners’ ability to respond to new opportunities and setbacks in an ongoing way. The field is, furthermore, both complex and extensive, involving not just the public sector, but also civil society and the private sector and the need for integration of efforts not just vertically within a sector, but horizontally across sectors and geographically within a country.

Donors need to recognize the complexity of capacity development processes, and the need to generate “quick wins” if change processes are to be sustained. Capacity development probably requires much more effort than it has been accorded to date under PBAs, and while modesty is called for regarding what can be achieved in a short time, there is a need to work “harder and smarter” on capacity development. This requires that donor agencies invest the resources and the time to understand local realities and work with those who already do, while engaging in peer learning and exchange.
Conclusions

To conclude, one can say that the Washington forum allowed LENPA members to advance both their conceptual understanding of the CD/PBA challenge, and their knowledge of how PBAs are actually working in this respect. Much remains to be done. One of the reasons for organizing the fourth LENPA forum on this topic was because of the absolute dearth of empirical information on capacity development under PBAs. The case studies produced for the Washington forum have helped to fill that gap, but they are only a start.

Further work is clearly needed, both in deepening our understanding and knowledge and in putting that understanding into practice. The fact that indicator 4 of the Paris Declaration bears directly on the coordination of capacity development efforts should hopefully provide some impetus for more vigorous and coordinated efforts to promote capacity development processes in the context of PBAs.

� Detailed information on this and other LENPA forums is available on the LENPA extranet site at � HYPERLINK "http://web.acdi-cida.gc.ca/pbas" ��http://web.acdi-cida.gc.ca/pbas�. This is a password restricted site, so users will have to register (follow the links from the home page) before they can access the site.
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