
Public Support and the Politics of Aid

First the good news

Just before cutting the 1997–8 overseas aid budget, Australia’s Minister for
Foreign Affairs spoke of ‘a desire by the vast majority of Australians to assist the
world’s poor’.1 The Minister was right: in poll after opinion poll, Australians, as
well as Europeans, Japanese and North Americans, demonstrate that public
support for development assistance is high, and has remained high for years. A
UNDP survey of opinion polls found that in 1995, on average, 79 percent of
those polled in 19 different countries supported development assistance (UNDP,
1996). This was one point higher than the average in 1983. Even in the United
States, where the average is much lower, recent studies by the University of
Maryland have shown that when respondents are told how little of the federal
budget is actually devoted to aid, the approval rating rises significantly.

Compassion fatigue

Are there other ways of knowing what the public thinks about foreign aid? Obvi-
ously, individuals who donate money to NGOs are favourably disposed to the
concept – however vaguely understood – of aid. So if there was a significant
change in donations – downward, say – it might indicate an important change
in attitude among supporters. Then, this could perhaps be extended to the
general public, a signal, perhaps, of ‘compassion fatigue’. A recent OECD-wide
study has found that in most countries, donations to NGOs over the past five or
six years are up, not down. In the United States, for example, where competition
from domestic charities has increased dramatically because of government
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cutbacks to social welfare programmes, the income
of the 11 largest major international NGOs has
grown. In two cases it did not keep pace with infla-
tion, but overall, the total growth between 1990 and
1996 represented a healthy 6 percent per annum.

In Switzerland, donations to NGOs declined by
7.2 percent between 1992 and 1995. But when
donations for emergencies are subtracted from the
total, the volume remains constant, and by 1996
the total was back to peak-year 1992 levels. In
Canada, the cumulative fundraising of the 13
largest organizations increased by 11.6 percent
between 1991 and 1996, more or less keeping pace
with inflation. In Britain, the 35 largest inter-
national NGOs raised approximately £250 million
in voluntary contributions from the public in
1993. By 1997 the figure had risen almost 20
percent, to £300 million. In the face of growing
competition from domestic sector charitable
organizations, continued international NGO
growth demonstrates a remarkable resilience
among supporters of development assistance, and
suggests that despite the ease with which the
expression ‘compassion fatigue’ rolls off tongues,
there is little evidence of its existence where the
public are concerned.

Now the bad news

Support notwithstanding, it is widely conceded
that the public knows little about international
development or about the connections between
development there and life here. Politicians know
that, in general, public support for development
assistance is a mile wide and an inch deep. Hence
the massive aid cutbacks throughout the OECD in
recent years, accomplished with very little public
outcry. In this, the media must accept a major share
of the responsibility. The public in industrialized
countries – conditioned by images of disaster, bad
weather and conflict – has developed an over-
whelmingly negative set of beliefs about the plight
of the Third World. If it is not famine or flood, it is
slums and poverty; if not ethnic cleansing and
genocide, then wanton destruction of the environ-
ment and the slaughter of elephants for ivory. As
negative images and beliefs harden and become
more firmly established, it is even more difficult to

convince the public that aid can and does work,
and that its successes, however obscure, are both
tangible and replicable.

It is, of course, easy enough to blame ‘the media’.
James Fallows, who became editor of US News and
World Report in 1996, says,

Say that coverage is shallow or sensationalistic, and
reporters will reply that they are already serving up more
extensive, thoughtful news analysis than a lazy public
will bother to read. If they don’t feature crime and gore
on the local TV news or run celebrity profiles in the paper,
they’ll lose their audience to competitors that do.
(Fallows, 1997: 53)

Not only has news become completely mixed up
with entertainment, TV has managed to segregate
events into airtight compartments. Fallows talks of
‘TV’s natural tendency to see the world in shards. It
shows us one event with an air of utmost drama,
then forgets about it and shows us the next’. If it
isn’t on TV (as Somalia and Rwanda no longer are),
it is not happening.

NGO complicity
Throughout the industrialized world, some
development organizations have attempted to
present a different image of development through
what is called ‘development education’. Started by
NGOs and supported by many governments,
development education is no longer a new
phenomenon. In many countries there have been
programmes to introduce development issues into
school curricula, with the production of material
for both teachers and students. Books, films, radio,
games, television programmes, video and more
recently the Internet, have all been called into play.
But there is a limit to what NGOs can do with
limited resources. In recent years, many govern-
ments, including those of Canada and Australia,
have dramatically curtailed their support to NGOs
for development education work. US government
development education grants, which were bud-
geted at US$2.5 million in the early 1990s, had by
1998 fallen to US$500,000, less in absolute terms
than the overall amount spent by the government
of Finland. France and Britain provide virtually
nothing.

For many NGOs, the issue is not how to spend
more on development education, it is how to
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maximize income for overseas programming. Most
northern NGOs are not in business to present their
donors with ideas or to educate the general public.
Essentially, they offer small feel-good opportunities
to ‘do something useful’ for busy people living in a
crass, materialistic world. The best example of this
is child sponsorship which, almost unnoticed, has
become not only the most successful fundraising
tool in the North, but the pre-eminent lens through
which a very large and growing number of north-
ern citizens view the South. The number of chil-
dren under the sponsorship of three agencies alone
– World Vision, Foster Parents Plan and Christian
Children’s fund – grew from 701,000 in 1982, to
4.5 million by 1996. This is probably the most sig-
nificant growth statistic in the entire aid business.
Most of the donors, however, are not told that
‘their’ child needs help because its parents do not
have an adequate livelihood; they are not told that
the child is the symptom of a problem. They are
essentially given an opportunity to be – literally –
paternalistic.

Governments
There is little consistency in how governments view
their role in contributing to public awareness.
Some, such as Sweden, the Netherlands and
Norway, invest fairly heavily in it, and have well-
targeted strategic plans. Others invest so little that
one might be forgiven for suspecting a plot to
undermine public awareness. Understandably,
many have as a primary agenda a public relations
role for their own aid efforts. Public relations,
however, should not be mistaken for public edu-
cation. Building public support for a general hospi-
tal is not the same thing as building public health
awareness. In 1996 and 1997, the top 17 OECD
bilateral development agencies spent about US$80
million combined on information and development
education. Of this, 40 percent was spent by the
Netherlands and Sweden alone. The entire amount
spent by all donors combined was about three-
quarters of what was reportedly spent by Chanel to
launch its Egoïste perfume.

The private sector
In all of this, one might well ask about the role of the
private sector in building a domestic constituency for

aid. American foundations established by the private
sector – e.g. Ford, Rockefeller and MacArthur – have
made international development research a priority
for many years, and have contributed to significant
international achievements in health and agricul-
ture. The Pew, Mellon and Carnegie foundations
have contributed to a better understanding of
development and humanitarian issues.

The World Business Council for Sustainable
Development was established in 1993 to encourage
thinking among business and financial institutions
about environmental issues. It has demonstrated
convincingly that poverty, war and pollution are
simply bad for business. It is becoming clear to
insurance companies that oil spills, melt-downs
and weather-related claims – which are on the
increase worldwide – are not good for business
unless much higher premiums are charged.
Bankers are becoming increasingly vulnerable to
environmental risk, as are investors. Bond rating
firms and accountants are also beginning to take
environmental questions into consideration in
advising their clients on risk calculation (Schmid-
heiny and Zorraquin, 1996). There is, the Council
argues, a logical and compelling role for the private
sector in working towards and advocating good
and sustainable development.

These examples, however, are mostly exceptions
rather than the rule. Each year, US$30 billion or
more worth of bilateral ODA is tied to the purchase
of domestic goods and services, most of it in the
private sector. United Nations agencies and inter-
national financial institutions patronize the private
sector extensively. Since its inception, the World
Bank has channelled a quarter of a trillion dollars
to companies that provide goods and services for its
projects. In 1995 it disbursed US$17 billion, 56
percent of it to companies in the industrialized
world. US companies have received US$24 billion
in World Bank business over the years (Caufield,
1996: 242–3). And yet the private sector is simply
absent from most of the public discussion about the
future of aid.

Does it matter?

The answer to the question ‘Does all this matter?’
begs another question: ‘Does aid work?’ When this
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question is asked, there should be a further
question: ‘Which kind of aid?’ The evidence of suc-
cessful poverty outcomes, for example, from invest-
ments in primary education and basic health care
is powerful and incontrovertible. For many poor
people within poor countries, aid does matter. But
aid matters for the industrialized world as well.
Development, as noted earlier, is good for business.
Its reverse is not. And in many countries there have
been reverses that have led to increasing poverty,
governmental collapse, environmental degra-
dation and globalized pollution.

The last two decades of the 20th century have in
fact been as bloody as almost any other period of
history in terms of loss of human life, destruction
of property and the reversal of development. The
end of the Cold War and the collapse of commu-
nism in Eastern Europe served to break already
overflowing floodgates of disaffection, nationalism
and ethnic division. Unpopular regimes, cut loose
from their patrons’ influence, military support and
economic patronage, alternately lost or clung to
their moorings in a surge of civil wars and upris-
ings that gave new meaning to the term ‘conflict’,
and new urgency to the search for prevention and
solution.

Between 1980 and 1995, more than half of the
world’s poorest countries experienced conflict. In
the eight years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, 4
million people were killed in violent conflicts
(Carnegie Commission, 1997: 3). Today there are
more than two dozen major armed conflicts around
the world and perhaps two dozen smaller flash
points. Many of these conflicts have persisted for
years, with devastating consequences. In 1996,
there were 20 million displaced people – half of
them in Africa – and there were almost 15 million
refugees and asylum seekers. In some countries, an
entire generation has grown up in the shadow of
war. Here too, in both cure and prevention, aid
matters.

Building public support for
development assistance: some
policy implications

British journalist Jon Snow believes that ‘if a jour-
nalist were to arrive from Mars . . . his lead story

would surely be the discovery that some 1.3 billion
people on earth live in absolute poverty’ (Snow,
1998). For earth-bound journalists this is mostly
not the case, hence vague public support for the
remedy. There are essentially three approaches to
building public support for any complex and costly
enterprise:

• do nothing and hope it sells itself;
• leave it to the media, schools, NGOs, the infor-

mation superhighway or some other vague
change agent;

• recognize that the issue requires a more pro-
active role on the part of those most involved.

The ‘do nothing’ approach
A DAC Meeting on Public Opinion and Develop-
ment Assistance in 1983 recognized that:

• the main rationale for aid in the public mind was
and remains emergency relief;

• ignorance about aid programmes and about the
South remains widespread;

• there was growing doubt then – now more or less
solidified – about the effectiveness of official aid.

A similar meeting took place in 1994. At the end of
it, the Director of the DAC’s Development Co-oper-
ation Directorate, said:

The issues, tone and results of [this] meeting differed
sharply from those of [the] 1983 meeting on public
support for aid. The meeting confirmed that the
approach today needs to be wider and deeper, and to look
at the issues of development and development co-opera-
tion in the total marketplace of public concerns, in a
more balanced, comparative perspective. (Bernard
Wood)

In fact the issues of 1994 were not so different from
the issues of 1983. Nor have they changed in
1999, except that the problem has become more
profound in three ways: absolute poverty has
increased, aid has decreased, and the difficulties in
getting any message across to a public bombarded
with racket from a larger and more competitive
infotainment industry have grown. Certainly
where spending is concerned, the ‘do nothing’
approach seems to be the one preferred by most
governments.
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Leave it to the information
superhighway
Some place their faith in the ‘information super-
highway’. They believe that the disintegration of
mass audiences and mass media will encourage
like-minded people to seek out unfiltered news. The
public will be better informed because there will be
150 television channels to choose from instead of
three or four. News from the South will no longer be
screened. Much more of it will come into our
homes directly, at our discretion, rather than at the
discretion of editors and gatekeepers in commer-
cially driven networks. This may well be true, but
there will be a lot of other channels – more cartoon
networks, comedy networks, home marketing net-
works. The idea ignores the fact that discerning
readers and viewers already have access to good
sources of cogent and coherent information, and
that even though there are 30 or 40 television
channels in most North American homes today,
one American in two cannot name the President of
Russia.

A ‘do something’ approach
George Orwell and Aldous Huxley both predicted
the information superhighway, but they saw infor-
mation becoming the tool of unscrupulous poli-
ticians in a totalitarian world. The opposite has in
fact happened. Too many politicians are now led by
the media, attempting to stay one step ahead of the
opinion polls, constantly checking the barometer of
public opinion to see whether they should move
this way or that on minor issues, while shying away
completely from the larger ones. And aid official-
dom worries, or should worry, about what the
public might say if it knew the facts about aid
spending; if, for example, it was known that most
bilateral donors actually spend very little on basic
health and basic education. The average unin-
formed taxpayer might be interested in knowing
what our aid agencies are actually spending their
money on, in the name of poverty reduction, if it is
not on things like basic education and basic health.
One might well ask why all the bilateral aid donors
combined, looking at all the countries of the South,
cannot find good investment possibilities in
primary education that add up to more than 1.2
percent of their combined budgets.

A first agenda item, therefore, might be to reform
aid spending, so that more than 25 percent of ODA
goes to poor countries, and that regardless of where
it goes, it is spent on efforts that have a clear poverty
focus. It is doubtful that aid can ever be explained to
taxpayers when only 10 percent of it is spent on
water, sanitation, education, health and popu-
lation. The truth, in fact, may be worse. A recent
ODI study on donor strategies and practice on
poverty reduction found a growing donor consen-
sus on the importance of poverty reduction. But it
also found that in their country assessments and
strategies, and in their interventions on the
ground, poverty reduction – both implicit and
explicit – remains ‘strangely lacking’ (Cox and
Healy, 1997).

A second agenda item would be to establish some
realistic budgets for telling the public why aid is
important. This would require considerably more
than the pittance that is currently devoted to the
subject. UNDP once suggested a figure of 2 percent
of ODA for public information. This would be about
14 times more than is currently spent, so there is
actually nowhere to go on this issue but up.

A third agenda item would be to bring more allies
and stakeholders into the effort to build public
awareness. Governments could encourage or even
require their partner organizations – NGOs and the
private sector – to develop public communications
strategies on the purpose and impact of partnered
projects. Multilateral agencies could do the same.
This might represent a small proportion of a
project’s cost, but cumulatively it could go a long
way to developing better public understanding of,
and support for, development assistance. In the
process, it might be helpful for government to
develop, with NGOs and the private sector, a
binding code of conduct on fundraising and adver-
tising associated with development assistance.
Enforceable advertising standards are common in
business, why not in fundraising? There is little
point in putting out positive development news if it
is constantly undermined by emotive, misleading
and semi-truthful (or semi-untruthful) fundraising
claims.

A fourth agenda item would be to agree on why
aid is important, so that the messages make sense
to ordinary people. In the past it has been sold on
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the basis of humanitarianism, when in fact much
of it was tied to the short-term domestic and stra-
tegic interests of the giver. Humanitarianism is not
a bad motivator. Self-interest is not a bad motivator
either, but in looking at a world fraught with
unacceptable levels of war, poverty and disease, all
of which are taking a toll on the North, self-interest
needs to be better understood and more broadly
defined. If these problems are not reversed in the
next decade, they may become irreversible, and the
negative impact on the lives of today’s northern
children – not to mention those in the South – may
very well be enormous.

All of this would surely include a recognition in
aid programmes, as in North–South trade and busi-
ness relationships, that development is much more
than a short-term sideline; an admission that if we
are to remedy problems, the effort will have to be
much greater. The effort may be a costly one for this
generation, but the alternative will be considerably
less costly for the next generation than will be the
case if action is not taken now.

All this would require uncommon national and
international leadership, leadership that can rise
above, or at least make workable bargains with,
short-term economic and political self-interest. It
will require leadership that can inspire ordinary
people as well as the media, that can draw many
more constituencies into the task and obtain their
support rather than their animosity. It requires
leadership that itself understands and can convey
the message that long-term self-interest lies in
long-term disaster prevention rather than short-
term advantage and short-term crisis manage-
ment. This will have to be a leadership that has faith
in what hundreds of opinion polls and simple
common sense tell governments about people in
Europe and North America and Japan and Aus-
tralia – that they do care, that they want to help;
and that they will make sacrifices if they under-
stand them to be in the genuine interest of a better
and more secure life for their children.
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Note

1 Following the circulation of
Australia’s Overseas Aid Program
1997–98 by the Minister for
Foreign Affairs in May 1997,
Australian ODA increased slightly
in 1998.
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