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Introductory note 

This study stemmed from the need perceived by the Portuguese Platform of NGDOs 

(PPNGDO) to produce knowledge that will help its members carry out a more informed analysis 

of the changes in International development cooperation (hereafter, development cooperation). 

Understanding the transformation underway and the challenges it presents is fundamental for 

the PPNGDO and its members to jointly outline possible paths into the future, setting out the 

future direction of action, their priorities and their options.  

The study was conducted with three goals in mind:  

1) tracing the progress of development cooperation over the past 20 years, while reflecting 

and discussing the ongoing changes in a multiplex world; 

2) addressing the challenges faced by key public and private development cooperation 

actors view of the ongoing change; 

3) contributing to the discussion on this new configuration of development cooperation by 

offering guidelines based on adaptation and innovation for thinking and acting in a 

complex, fragmented and fragile multiplex world. 

This study sought to review the available academic and grey literature (reports from 

development cooperation organisations, blog posts, online discussions and interviews), and 

where possible, interviews with professionals from international organisations ï both 

governmental and non-governmental ï were used. 

In the introduction of the study, we contextualise development cooperation in a changing 

world and describe the framework for discussion applied to each of the following sections: In Part 

I, changes in development cooperation and ODA are addressed, based on three issues that are 

crucial for the sectors: quantity, quality and legitimacy. Part II highlights the challenges faced by 

key public and private actors of development cooperation - either óñtraditionalôò or óñnewôò ones. 

Finally, Part III outlines a few guidelines on complexity, fragmentation, and fragility, which can 

provide useful tools for analysis in the new context. To conclude, we offer civil society 

organisations some points for reflection.  
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INTRODUCTION: The context of development cooperation in a changing world 

Critical moments: Covid-19 and the acceleration of history 

As with other pandemics and epidemics in the past, such as the black plague in Europe 

in the 14th century, the Spanish flu in 1918-20, and HIV/AIDS in Africa in the 1990s, the Covid-

19 pandemic can be analysed as a critical juncture in the current international environment, in 

particular in international development cooperation, and in the concept of development itself 

(Green 2020; Leach et al. 2020). Health crises are extremely unpredictable and can result in 

substantial shifts in power systems that can either be positive (benefiting those who were on the 

weaker and more fragile side) or negative (reinforcing those who were already in a position of 

strength). Thus, pandemics can function as turning points that open several paths, various 

possible answers, which, when chosen, will have consequences that go far beyond public health. 

However, it is fundamental to look at these critical moments as one-off events in the 

historical framework of which they are a part.  On April 7, 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic was still 

in its early days, but already showing signs of the global health crisis it would become, and 

Richard Haas published an article in Foreign Affairs magazine called óThe pandemic will 

accelerate history rather than reshape it: not every crisis is a turning pointô. In the article, contrary 

to the many convictions already expressed at the time about the capacity of the crisis to bring 

about profound changes to the problems facing our societies, the president of the Council on 

Foreign Relations1 argued that the pandemic (and, in particular, countriesô responses to the 

health crisis) would revive and reinforce the geopolitical trends of recent decades, rather than 

mark a turning point towards new paths (Haas 2020). Haasôs thesis seems to be proving correct: 

in several fields we have observed not a sudden change or an unexpected shift, but what appears 

to be a reinforcement and acceleration of trends that had been taking place and evolving for the 

past two decades. Development cooperation, as a foreign policy, whether guided by selfless 

motives and/or promoting different national interests, is no exception, and so it is important to 

understand the geopolitical and geo-economic challenges and dilemmas it faces and to 

contextualise them in the current historical moment.  

 

 
1 The Council on Foreign Relations is a Leading think tank worldwide in the area of international and 
external policy studies (https://www.cfr.org/). Founded in 1921, it also in charge of publishing the 
magazine Foreign Affairs. 

https://www.cfr.org/
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The 21st century and the multiplex world 

This study takes a basic argument as the starting point: the dominant paradigm on 

development cooperation and the role of Official Development Assistance (ODA), embedded in 

the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation 

and Development (OECD), is undergoing a process of gradual reform, but its purpose is still 

being questioned. Consequently, its future shape is still uncertain. This questioning and 

uncertainty reflect the systemic changes taking place in the world that challenge the future of the 

international liberal order underlying the architecture of development cooperation and ODA 

defined in the OECD-DAC framework. Development cooperation is part of what has been called 

the international liberal order that emerged at the end of the Second World War and was 

strengthened by the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989.  The Covid-19 pandemic revealed several 

cracks in this order that were already opening up in the last two decades and that are connected 

to the pillars that have sustained this liberal international order led by the US and Europe:   

¶ the set of organisations and multilateral provisions that established global governance 

rules, beginning in 1945; 

¶ liberal democracy as a goal that is both desirable and attainable; 

¶ liberal capitalism as the preferential system of social and economic organisation; 

¶ the State as a lead actor for the design and implementation of public policies; 

¶ civil society as an active and influential actor of public policy assessment and monitoring. 

These pillars have come under growing pressure at various levels. The visible crisis of 

global governance, exemplified dramatically in 2020 by the US withdrawal from the World Health 

Organization2, is one side of what international relations expert Amitav Acharya has called the 

multiplex world (Acharya 2017). International relations are no longer suited to a bipolar, unipolar 

or multipolar system of hegemonic powers ï western ones, in particular ï, where governments 

are the key players. Instead, we observe a growing multiplicity of actors in the global order 

(governments, international institutions, multinational companies, non-governmental 

 
2 This decision was made after the US withdrew from the Paris Agreement on climate change announced 
in November 2019 and effective November 4, 2020, one day after the US presidential election (See 
https://www.climatechangenews.com/2019/11/04/trump-begins-formal-us-withdrawal-paris-agreement/, 4 
November 2019, accessed on 6 March 2021). One of the first decisions made by the Biden 
administration was to reverse the two decisions made by the Trump administration, to return to the Paris 
Agreement and resume WHO funding (See https://www.climatechangenews.com/2019/11/04/trump-
begins-formal-us-withdrawal-paris-agreement/, 22 January 2021, accessed on 6 March 2021). 

https://www.climatechangenews.com/2019/11/04/trump-begins-formal-us-withdrawal-paris-agreement/
https://apnews.com/article/us-who-support-006ed181e016afa55d4cea30af236227
https://apnews.com/article/us-who-support-006ed181e016afa55d4cea30af236227
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organisations, individuals, transnational movements, and other non-state actors) and an also 

increasing complexity of global challenges that transcend borders. Such challenges are 

multidimensional issues, often unpredictable and impossible to resolve at the national scale. 

These are not necessarily new problems, but they have become more urgent and apparent: 

financial crises, pandemics, migration, climate change.  

 

Consequently, the study addresses development cooperation in this new multiplex world 

that has abandoned the traditional divide between órich countries in the Northô and ópoor countries 

in the Southô. The multiplex world brings together a growing diversity of actors at all scales with 

increasingly complex relationships. To quote Amitav Acharya, óA multiplex world is like a multiplex 

cinema ï one that gives its audience a choice of various movies, actors, directors, and plots all 

under the same roof. [é] It is not a singular global order, liberal or otherwise, but a complex of 

crosscutting, if not competing, international orders and globalisms.ô  (Acharya 2017).  

Development cooperation in the multiplex world 

Multiplexity is of particular importance, because it allows the different development 

cooperation players to revisit recent history and reconstruct the international liberal order that 

structured its own architecture after World War II.  As this order grows weaker, the development 

cooperation model itself is weakening. The break came in 2016: both the Brexit vote and Trumpôs 

election made it clear that something had changed. In this study, we argue that this change 

occurred on a planetary scale and has accelerated since the beginning of the 21st century.  



   
 

10 
 

 

"Towards an open, fair and sustainable Europe in the world ï EU Presidency Project 2020-2022" 

The economic (re)emergence of southern countries whose priorities were not in line with 

the dominant vision of liberal capitalism as the preferred system of social and economic 

organisation has challenged the economic leadership and hegemony of the North and its recipes 

for development based on its overvaluation of the role of the market, which have shaped its 

development cooperation in the OECD-DAC framework. Chinaôs economic re-emergence is a 

clear example, albeit not the only one: economic growth and development in East Asia were 

driven by the countries that guided the markets, with telling outcomes in the level of 

industrialisation and poverty reduction (Wade 1992; Yeung 2009). Because China was the 

worldôs leading economy up until 1870, its economic re-emergence is a good starting point for 

rethinking development cooperation modalities and mechanisms at two levels: economic and 

political. In economic terms, while there is no consensus on the nature of the impact of Chinaôs 

presence in Africa (positive or negative), it is already the main (single) trading partner of the 

African continent and it has invested heavily and openly in infrastructure in the major economies. 

After creating its own development cooperation agency in 2018, Chinaôs new White Paper 

launched in 2021 highlights the willingness and importance that the worldôs second economic 

power, which has not endorsed the liberal order and is not a member of the OECD-DAC, attaches 

to this foreign policy, mainly in geo-economic terms.3 At the same time, the success of China's 

authoritarian state capitalism, where civil society has virtually no voice, may become an attractive 

model for less industrialised countries with poorly consolidated democratic political systems. In 

the multiplex world, this means that political and economic liberalisation are no longer hegemonic 

visions.  

The global economic transformation in the dynamics of industrial production in recent 

decades has not only created ties of greater trade dependence between North and South, but it 

has also put the private sector, regardless of location, at the centre of global development. The 

production, distribution and marketing of goods and services began being carried out along 

complex chains involving companies in the North and South (Gereffi 2018). While these new 

dynamics have resulted in greater economic growth, industrialisation and the emergence of a 

strong private sector in southern economies (Yeung 2016), the traditional problems of dependent 

development associated with labour rights, inequalities, environmental justice, and gender 

equality still persist. 

 
3 http://english.www.gov.cn/archive/whitepaper/202101/10/content_WS5ffa6bbbc6d0f72576943922.html 
and https://www.odi.org/blogs/10624-china-s-new-development-agency-five-expert-views  

http://english.www.gov.cn/archive/whitepaper/202101/10/content_WS5ffa6bbbc6d0f72576943922.html
https://www.odi.org/blogs/10624-china-s-new-development-agency-five-expert-views
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Critical juncture(s) of development cooperation: response to the pandemic and 

architectural changes 

 

First, the pandemic is a critical juncture at the operational level, in terms of the capacity 

of development cooperation to respond to the health crisis and its consequences. Secondly, the 

immediate consequences of the pandemic at various levels bring additional challenges to the 

functioning and future of development cooperation and its architecture. 

At the operational level, development cooperation actors (from bilateral and multilateral 

agencies to NGDOs and private foundations) have argued from the outset that humanitarian aid 

and ODA systems can (and should) play a major role in responding to the health crisis in low- 

and middle-income countries, as well as in addressing its devastating economic and social 

consequences. Existing mechanisms, such as debt forgiveness and ODA itself (more constant 

compared to private capital flows), should be used in the short to medium term to help release 

funds rapidly to respond to the anticipated economic and social consequences of the pandemic, 

especially in low- and middle-income countries (UNCTAD 2020; Concord 2020). Similarly, the 

traditional development cooperation actors (OECD-DAC bilateral agencies, multilateral agencies 

of the UN system and/or NGDOs) are in a privileged position to identify the areas where 

inequalities are exacerbated by the pandemic (DfID and Oxfam 2020) and thus respond quickly, 

effectively and efficiently to the needs of the most vulnerable countries and populations, leaving 

no one behind.  
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At the level of the development cooperation architecture, the Covid-19 pandemic 

highlights and accelerates trends and challenges that already exist in the functioning of the 

system itself. Not only do the traditional actors have to adapt their response to an unprecedented 

health crisis, without neglecting the work underway and their response to current multiple crises, 

there is a renewed urgency to:   

¶ Secure financial resources:  In a scenario where rich and donor countries are themselves 

facing an unprecedented crisis within their own borders and in the broader context of the 

loss of ODA relevance, a potential reduction in ODA flows is anticipated, even though we 

know that a global crisis such as this one requires a collective action response that also 

prioritises Low-income countries, where ODA is still of central importance (Concord 

2020). 

¶ Fulfil long-standing promises to localise aid: Due to international travel restrictions and 

health security procedures, facing the challenge of localisation becomes inevitable 

(Doane 2019). The unprecedented immediate repatriation that followed the closing of 

borders in many countries left many senior positions in local organisations vacant and 

forced ongoing work to be interrupted, thus reigniting the debate about the localisation of 

aid and the decolonisation of the sector itself (#ShiftThePower 2020). 

¶ Show innovation capacity: The system and its traditional actors feel increasingly 

compelled to innovate their practices, ideas, and organisational models, by (finally) 

adapting them also to the overlapping reality of climate emergency and the collapse of 

biodiversity, the transformation of human mobility into a security issue, emerging 

technologies, widening inequalities between and within countries, and types of 

authoritarianism on a global scale (ICVA 2020). 

The need that development cooperation faces to rethink its legitimacy and place in the 

world cuts across all of these urgent challenges and is intrinsically linked to changes in the rules 

of the game in a multiplex world. development cooperation and its traditional actors can no longer 

ignore the legitimate claims for greater participation by countries and organisations that 

historically have not had access to traditional decision-making centres: OECD-DAC donors are 

increasingly abandoning the donor--recipient relationship, NGDOs in the Global North rethink 

their relationships with their partners in the South, the private sector sees its place as a 

development actor strengthened. At the same time, development cooperation, as a space for 

action previously dominated by bilateral cooperation agencies, multilateral and civil society 
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organisations (CSOs, including non-governmental development organisations - NGDOs), is 

witnessing an increase in the diversity of public and private organisations that also claim 

legitimacy to act ï development banks and financial institutions, transnational companies with 

development-focused missions and partnerships, philanthropic foundations, grassroot and social 

movements ï and that question business as usual (Ritchey and Ponte 2014). And such 

organisational diversity is no longer North-centred (Horner e Hulme 2017). 

The future of global development: complexity, fragmentation, fragility, adaptation and 

innovation  

In short, the shape of development cooperation in the time ahead will be a function of the 

geopolitical and geo-economic changes that are taking place, driven by the impact of multiple 

crises caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. Such changes help us understand that development, 

as a project and paradigm, is shifting from the international to the global arena: it is no longer a 

paradigm centred on inter-State relations and problems of/in the South, where ODA is the key 

tool; global development must consider a multitude of processes, actors and epistemologies, 

focusing on collective and shared issues, transversal to all countries, northern and southern 

(Oldekop et al. 2020). Some signs of the transition are already visible, specifically the erosion of 

the traditional centres of legitimacy and proliferation of actors that compete at different levels in 

the power structure of the current development cooperation field. But the future of development 

cooperation will also be a function of the actorsô response: will they be willing to use new 

resources, generate new ideas and consider new strategies?  If the multiplex world is multiple 

and complex, but also fragmented and fragile, development cooperation actors face risks (e.g. 

the measurable consequences of the climate emergency) and uncertainties (e.g. the emergence 

of new actors and thorny problems4). Adaptation and innovation constitute answers to the 

complexity, fragmentation, and fragility. 

The current study is divided into three parts: The first covers issues of quantity, quality 

and legitimacy in the current discussion on development cooperation and ODA, and seeks to 

look briefly at how European and Portuguese cooperation have addressed these challenges. In 

the light of development cooperation underway, the second part analyses the challenges that the 

 
4 By thorny issue we mean an economic, social, cultural or political problem that, due to its undetermined 
connection to other problems, is hard to define and on which there is no agreement between people and 
communities. Furthermore, a thorny issue does not have a replicable óturnkeyô solution (Rittel 1973). 
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main public and private actors of development cooperation face. The third part looks into the 

complexity, fragmentation and fragility of the multiplex world and proposes guidelines based on 

adaptation and innovation for addressing development cooperation in this uncertain context. 

Finally, the conclusion proposes avenues of thought for civil society organised in development 

cooperation in the multiplex world. 
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PART I:  Current challenges for development cooperation - Rethinking quantity, quality, 

and legitimacy 

In this new context of political and economic change at the global level, the role of ODA 

and of the traditional development cooperation actors has been challenged in three dimensions: 

quantity, quality, and legitimacy. 

 

 

1.1 On the quantity and quality of ODA 

The main official aid instrument offered by traditional OECD-DAC donors since the 1960s 

together with debt forgiveness and technical assistance, ODA has been losing relevance as a 

source of development finance for most developing countries. The diversity of instruments 

available in development finance has increased substantially since the beginning of the 21st 

century, as Figure 1 indicates. 

 

 

 

 



   
 

16 
 

 

"Towards an open, fair and sustainable Europe in the world ï EU Presidency Project 2020-2022" 

 

Figure 1: Development financing in the 21st century 

Source: UNDP (2014). 

 

The exception to this new reality of development financing is still Low-income countries 

or countries that are faced with severe institutional, political, social and economic crises, whose 

budgets remain dependent on ODA (Chart 2). Private financial flows, such as foreign direct 

investment (FDI), emigrant remittances or philanthropy, are increasingly important, as Charts 1 

to 4 highlight. Although ODA remains a stable flow, it did not increase significantly from 2003 to 

2016, contrary to what happens in the trajectory of non-ODA flows (which include FDI) and 

emigrant remittances, as we can see in Chart 1: non-ODA flows show a particularly sharp 

increase in the periods 2004-2007 and 2013-2016, stabilising during the 2008-2009 financial 

crisis (and in the post-crisis period). As countriesô income levels (low, lower-middle, 

upper-middle) increase, the relative importance of ODA as a development finance flow 
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decreases (Charts 2, 3 and 4) ï in the case of upper-middle income countries, the other non-ODA 

flows are now by far the most important source of development financing.   

Chart 1: Flows of funds to low- and middle-income countries, 2002-2017 

 

Title: Blue=ODA, Yellow=Emigrant remittances, Grey=Other non-ODA flows (include Foreign 

Direct Investment),   

Source: OECD (2021)5 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 http://www.oecd.org/development/beyond-oda.htm  

http://www.oecd.org/development/beyond-oda.htm
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Chart 2: Flows of funds to low-income countries, 2002-2017 

 

Title: Blue=SDA, Yellow=Emigrant remittances, Grey=Other non-SDA flows (include Foreign 

Direct Investment),   

Source: OECD (2021)6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6 http://www.oecd.org/development/beyond-oda.htm  

http://www.oecd.org/development/beyond-oda.htm
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Chart 3: Flows of funds to low-middle income countries, 2002-2017 

 

Title: Blue=SDA, Yellow=Emigrant remittances, Grey=Other non-SDA flows (include Foreign 

Direct Investment),   

Source: OECD (2021)7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7 http://www.oecd.org/development/beyond-oda.htm  

http://www.oecd.org/development/beyond-oda.htm
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Chart 4: Flows of funds to upper-middle income countries, 2002-2017 

 

Title: Blue=SDA, Yellow=Emigrant remittances, Grey=Other non-SDA flows (include Foreign 

Direct Investment),   

Source: OECD (2021)8 

The adoption of the Agenda 2030 reinforced the progressive loss of importance of ODA 

as a financial instrument for development. According to UNCTAD (2014), 2.5 billion dollars are 

needed every year to achieve the SDG. However, such needs are unevenly distributed between 

countries and sectors (Gaspar et al. 2019). From the beginning of the Agenda 2030, it has been 

recognised that ODA alone will not be sufficient to meet financing needs. This view ultimately 

helps to raise awareness of the idea that only through the private (corporate) sector will it be 

possible to fill in the global development financing gap. DAC members quickly embraced this 

idea (GPEDC 2017). In this context, not only is the participation of the private sector as an actor 

in and of development cooperation no longer questioned, but its materialisation eventually 

 
8 http://www.oecd.org/development/beyond-oda.htm  

http://www.oecd.org/development/beyond-oda.htm

































































