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Abstract 

Human development is now seen as a moral imperative for humanity, wherein 
developed nations assume a moral responsibility to ensure development of the 
less developed nations. The basis for this imperative includes social-
humanitarian, political and economic considerations. However, when success is 
measured in terms of sustainability, then most human development projects have 
been abject failures. This study sought to examine the factors that impact on 
sustainability by analysing the experiences of people who deliver human 
development projects. Nine people who had worked on one or more of five 
selected information communication technology (ICT) human development 
projects, participated in the study. The five projects were initiated and managed 
by ONGAWA, a Spanish NGO, and implemented in South America and Africa. 
The study adopted the semi-structured interview format. This approach enabled 
study participants to freely express their lived experiences of planning and 
delivering human development projects while at the same time ensuring that the 
pre-defined research question was addressed. The main finding from the study is 
that in order to foster sustainability a detailed diagnosis should be carried out. 
Significantly, the diagnosis should use participatory learning and action (PLA) 
approaches that mandate involving aid-recipients and active stake holders. 
However, participants’ experiences are that donors and funders often desire rapid 
implementation and visibility. This is often incompatible with the slow, 
deliberate pace required by PLA approaches. Since NGOs largely rely on donor 
funding, they often only poorly or rarely use PLA approaches. The study points 
to the need for non-governmental organisation involved in development aid and 
human development projects to formulate strategies to educate donors and  
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funders on the necessity and practical implications of PLA if sustainable human 
development projects are to be fostered. 
Keywords: sustainable development, human development project, participatory 
learning and action, PLA, non-governmental organisation, NGO, Information 
communication technology, semi-structured interview. 

1 Introduction 

Without sustainability, human development projects can lay no claim on being 
‘development’ processes because development entails irreversible progression 
from impoverishment to enrichment.  

1.1 Background 

This aligns with the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) Belize [1] 
definition of human development as:  

“the process of enlarging people’s choices and improving human capabilities 
(the range of things that they can do or be in life) and freedoms so they can 
live a long and healthy life, access to education and a decent standard of 
living, participate in their community and the decisions that affect their 
lives”.  

     In the above definition, people’s choices may be defined as the range of 
things that people can do in life. When considering enlarging these choices it is 
important to be aware of what other choices are available. As a first step, it is 
worth considering whether the new technologies and modern techniques are 
better than the previous ones.  
     However, a significant consideration for human development assistance is the 
issue of appropriateness, not just for the people who may directly and 
immediately benefit from the assistance but also for the community where they 
live. This entails considering three aspects; equity, capability and sustainability.  
     The answer given by UNDP [2], is that the human development process 
should be sustainable and equitable and aimed at “expanding human freedoms 
for people today and for generations to come”. When talking about choices, “the 
sky is not the limit”, choices are in fact limited to the rational use of natural 
resources to an extent that allows marginalised people and future generations to 
have the same rights to resources. Fig. 1 symbolizes the relation between 
sustainability and equity. The top-right quadrant represents what development 
should aim for. 
     Johansson et al. [3] define a process as “a set of linked activities that take an 
input and transforms it to create an output” adding that the transformation 
“should add value to the input and create an output that is more useful and 
effective to the recipient”. For the human development process, the input is 
composed of people’s choices, human capabilities and freedoms and the output 
is composed of more choices, improved capabilities and freedoms.  
     The concept of human development is currently imbedded in the Human 
Development Index, (HDI), which is based on three components; the Gross 
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Domestic Product (GPD), literacy rates and life expectancy at birth. The index is 
a parameter that is calculated relative to the most developed country. However, 
the HDI is inadequate in 2 respects [4, 5]; Firstly, it excludes soft aspects such as 
freedom and human rights, a major part of political and social development. 
Secondly, it is a simple average figure that may not be representative of a 
population that is not normally distributed.  
 

                                   
                                  Sustainability 

 

Figure 1: Sustainable human development [2]. 

     Notwithstanding the above limitations, it is argued that rich countries (those 
high on the HDI) should have a “moral obligation” [6] to foster the development 
of poorer countries through grants and donations (foreign aid) [7].  
     However, writers like Moyo [8] have questioned the concept of foreign aid, 
by asserting that “aid has been, and continues to be, an unmitigated political, 
economic and humanitarian disaster for most parts of the developing world ”. 
     A major criticism of foreign aid is that it creates dependency. Yunus and Jolis 
[9] explain that foreign aid may be a soft option, putting both the donor and the 
recipient at ease while not effecting any human development - the recipient 
communities and governments develop a dependency mentality while donors 
feel they are helping by giving aid. 
     Moyo [8] considers that for Africa, foreign aid should be replaced by foreign 
investment and sustains her words by observing that: 

“over the past thirty years, the most aid-dependent countries have exhibited 
an average annual growth rate of minus 0.2 percent” and that “between 1970 
and 1998, when aid flows to Africa were at their peak, the poverty rate in 
Africa actually rose from 11 per cent to a staggering 66 per cent”. 

      However, Moyo’s proposal should be taken with due consideration of 
mitigating the creation of ‘sweat shops’, endemic in some Asian countries [10]. 
Having said this, at a fundamental level, there is now recognition that effective 
human development should be based on reducing dependency and fostering 
sustainable independence. 
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1.2 The context of the study 

Since sustainable development requires recipient communities to adopt new 
approaches, change models such as Hayes’ model [11] and Howell’s model [12] 
(depicted in Fig. 2), are possible frameworks for managing development 
projects. 
 

 
   

Figure 2: Relationship between the model of human learning, the change 
management steps as stages of human development projects’ cycle 
of life (adapted from Howell [12]). 

     The Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) [13] states that: 
“international, governmental and non-governmental agencies have realised 
more and more that the main reason of many unsuccessful human 
development projects was (and still is) the lack of active, effective and lasting 
participation of the intended beneficiaries”.  

     It has been reported [14] that human development projects often fail due to a 
number of reasons, including: 

 “Poor planning and programme formulation 
 Misallocation of project resources 
 Rural people’s low sense of power 
 Provision of inappropriate technology 
 Inadequate promotion  
 Ineffective training methodologies 
 Lack of enabling policy” 

     It is conceivable that the above problems could be avoided or minimised by 
understanding, from the outset, what it is that beneficiary communities actually 
need, expect and can manage. However, this requires their active involvement, 
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not just as passive sources of information but also as protagonists of their own 
development. 
     Participatory Learning and Action (PLA) is a family of approaches and 
methods that enable recipient communities to “share, enhance and analyse their 
knowledge of life and conditions” [15], by way of answering questions about 
whether it is worth enlarging their capabilities. PLA facilitates the formulation of 
recipient-centric development plans, a pre-requisite to sustainable development 
projects. 

1.3 Aims 

The aim of the study was to determine promoters and inhibitors of PLA. 

2 Methodology 

This was an explanatory qualitative phenomenological study that sought the 
lived experiences of people working within ONGAWA, a Spanish NGO that 
delivers ICT human development projects in Latin America and Africa in order 
to understand their perceptions of inhibitors and facilitators of implementing 
participatory approaches when planning and delivering human development 
projects. ONGAWA was chosen because it uses PLA in some stages of its 
projects’ life cycles. The participative philosophy is evident in ONGAWA’s 
stated model of intervention; “supply of basic services, capacity building, 
political advocacy and strengthening active citizenship” [16]. 
     Primary data for the study derived from semi-structured interviews of a 
purposive sample of 9 program and project coordinators. The participants were 
selected because they had or were working on the five active information 
communications technology (ICT) projects included in the study; although not 
all of the participants necessarily worked on the same project at the same time. 
Each interview lasted for about one hour.  
    The semi-structured questions for the study aligned with the research aim, 
which was to elicit inhibitors and promoters of participatory processes. 
Interviews were conducted in Spanish (the first researcher and interviewees’ 
mother tongue). All interviews were recorded and later transcribed and then 
translated into English by the first researcher to enable triangulation, with the 
second researcher, during data analysis.  
     Secondary data for the study came from project reports and information 
available in the public domain; mainly report archives from the internet. 
     Bounded segment thematic analysis [17] was chosen for data analysis as it 
offers access to the original narration.  

3 Findings 

The main factor promoting the implementation of PLA in ONGAWA’s projects 
is ONGAWA’s organisational culture. ONGAWA has a transformational 
leadership style [11] that encourages and facilitates all its workers to implement, 
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as far as practicable, the participation of aid-recipients and the study participants 
came across as committed to this philosophy. There is a sense that they learn 
from each other’s and their own experiences; continuously going through the 
process of abandoning states of “unconscious incompetence” [12] and learning 
how to avoid failure and how to make participation work. Some examples of 
their learning reveal a form of “double loop learning” [11], as they faced errors 
from the past by exploring possibilities of ‘doing things differently’ (for 
example, switching projects from traditional to participatory approaches) or 
‘doing different things’ (for example, by including the “Human Rights 
approach” [18]).  
     Participants reported that conditions that are often imposed by donors were 
their main obstacle to implementing PLA. Significantly, this factor is often out 
of the control of the NGO; that is if the NGO needs to have access to a broad 
range of funding and grants.  
     For example, when discussing the trigger for initiating Project 5 one 
participant made the following admission: 

“We pegged the project application to the priorities of ‘Spanish 
Cooperation’, specifically we decided to work with health because that was 
the priority of our main donor” (Interviewee-9). 

4 A closer examination of ‘grant and donor conditions’ as the 
major inhibitor to implementing PLA 

‘Grant and donor conditions’ was identified as the most significant factor 
impacting on failure or success in implementing PLA when delivering human 
development projects and is therefore discussed in more detail in this section. 

4.1 Donors’ desire for ‘humanitarian visibility’ 

Olontuba and Gray [19] analysed the humanitarian aid supply chain, (Fig. 3), and 
concluded that contrary to conventional business supply chains, NGOs are “more 
concerned with relationships with donors than with delivery to recipients” 
because they have to convince donors that they are producing results, a concept 
that is defined as “humanitarian visibility” [19]. The implications of the desire 
for “humanitarian visibility” are discussed in sections 4.1.1 to 4.1.3. 

Figure 3: A typical humanitarian supply chain (adapted from Oloruntoba and 
Gray [19]). 
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4.1.1 Ring-fenced funding or grants 
Funding for development is often ring-fenced to ‘humanitarian visibility’ 
activities as observed by one interviewee:  

 “In many cases, either you have the money in your pocket to identify what 
you need to do (meaning funding for diagnostics) or you are not in (with a 
chance to obtain grants)” (Interviewee-9). 

     This leads NGOs to draft development plans without adequate diagnostics 
leading to poor specifications of development projects as noted in the following 
observation:  

“Sometimes, projects seem to be a solution for recipients’ problems but once 
you start implementing them, you realise that actually they do not address 
people’s needs. That is because sometimes, things have been planned with 
the intention of meting conditions to get approval of certain grants” 
(Interviewee-5). 

     However it is not only donors but local officials also often prefer NGO’s to 
avoid local bureaucracy by working as implementation units, instead of working 
directly from inside institutions and helping to build local capacity: 

“We used to be continuously pushed by high and medium-ranking officials 
because they wanted things done quickly without us ‘bothering’ local people” 
(Interviewee-7). 

     The restricted nature of funding is also a major factor for NGOs failing to use 
PLA as noted in the following statement: 

“Generally, there is neither enough economical capacity, nor financial 
stability to ensure that you can stay working in a place as long as you need to 
(in order to ensure sustainability)” (Interviewee-9). 

     This is aggravated by the fact that donors often require NGO’s to use grants 
within set time scales as noted in the following comment: 

“In some situations like meetings, I used to feel that recipients did not get the 
point of what we were saying but despite that we had to carry on because the 
schedule of projects does not allow you to stop” (Interviewee-7). 

4.1.2 Fostering competition instead of collaboration 
The need to complete projects on time means that NGOs working in the same 
geographical area do not always coordination their activities [20, 21] and 
sometimes “poach local qualified staff” [22] from recipient institutions by 
offering salaries well above local rates, without caring that this weakens the 
institutions that they should be strengthening. The following comment is a 
graphic illustration of this:  

“That guy (a medium-ranking official) who had come from the capital to 
enforce the improvement of the Health Information System (HIS), was very 
enthusiast and got involved with our initiative. Nevertheless, after the first 
year of the project, when things were moving fast, he left the public 
institution as he got a job with another NGO” (Interviewee-7) (Project-5). 

4.1.3 Setting objectives unrelated to sustainable development 
A concentrate on “humanitarian visibility” leads NGOs to set easily achievable 
objectives in order to demonstrate success. This detracts from specifying 
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indicators consistent with sustainable human development, as recognized by one 
of the interviewees, when talking about project 3: 

“Our mistake was not to include appropriate objectives’ indicators for 
measuring the quality of results. One example is that although we can say 
that objectives were achieved, the success in processes of transferring 
telecommunication networks has not been evident” (Interviewee-2). 

     This finding is consistent with Birdsall [20] who explains that donors 
generally do not implement strong systems of evaluation because it could be 
costly, considering that grants are in the order of billions. The consequences of 
achieving objectives that do not ensuring sustainability are reflected in following 
comments regarding different projects: 

“I wish we had had some more time in order to make sure that everything we 
had set out to do materialised and became long-lasting” (Interviewee-4) 
(Project-1); 
“It would have been important to have had a few extra months in order to 
evaluate how services were performing and how users were evolving” 
(Interviewee-6) (Project-2); 
“We had the intention of continuing working with the ICT Line after 
delivering the project because we thought it was important to monitor the 
telecommunications network and give support to maintenance activities by 
keeping an eye on the performance of the SPM and to ensure that they keep 
putting in effect the maintenance plan” (Interviewee-8) (Project-5). 

4.2 Serving the home economy 

There is wide agreement [9, 20–23] that a large percentage of the money that is 
reported as grants or loans, never reaches the recipients because it never leaves 
the country of origin; paying contracts for the supply of goods and services. 
Yunus and Jolis [9] a telling illustration of this: 

“of the more than 30 USD billion in foreign donor assistance received in the 
last twenty-six years, 75 per cent never actually reached Bangladesh in the 
form of cash. Instead, it came as equipment, commodities, supplies, and the 
cost of consultants, contractors, advisers and experts. Some rich nations use 
their foreign aid budget to employ their own people and to sell their own 
goods. The remaining 25 per cent which actually reached Bangladesh in the 
form of cash went into the hands of a tiny elite of local suppliers, contractors, 
consultants and experts” 

     This inhibits recipient-participation because sourcing supplies and services 
externally does not develop local capabilities. However, participants in this study 
noted that they have been allowed to source locally as far as practicable. 
However, problems of capacity impact on their ability to source locally:  

“The bidding was stopped twice because there were no candidates meeting 
all the requirements, including experience in installing telecommunication 
towers in the jungle” (Interviewee-6) (Project-2); 
“It was when we were looking for suppliers of technologies for our projects 
in order to make them aware of biddings to ensure that we would receive 
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enough bids that we realised that local enterprises might not have the 
capacity to meet the project’s reference terms” (Interviewee-7) (Project-5). 

     There appear to be credible and justifiable reasons for using outside sources. 
However, sourcing this is not a solution; it is in fact an excuse for not building 
capacities of local suppliers that are also stakeholders since they belong to the 
community that is expected to be developed. 

4.3 Promoting a socio-political agenda 

If a project does not recognise the interests of politically powerful local people 
then it is more likely to fail or be unsustainable, as noted these comments:  

“They (high-ranking officials) are able to enumerate the advantages and 
improvements introduced …” (Interviewee-8); 
“…if you do not have them, the seminar loses its usefulness and sense”. 
(Interviewee-7); 
“Our big mistake was not to directly involve the regional government from 
the beginning of the project. There was no political compromise, and there 
was no way to oblige them” (Interviewee-4) (Project-1); 
“In order to roll-out the re-designed processes, it would have been necessary 
to modify national directives, something that high-ranking officials were not 
willing to do”. (Interviewee-4) (Project-3). 

     Thus it is important for donors to make efforts to create political ownership 
and “to respond to proposal of governments (and non-government groups) 
rather than themselves proposing and shaping programs” [20]. The following 
lesson underlines the significance of political ownership: 

“Unlike previous projects, where ONGAWA ‘hand-picked’, who to work with 
on a project, for this project an invitation was extended to all regional health 
directors to present a proposal following which the proposal that met criteria 
related to local leadership and health indicators was selected” (Interviewee-
5) (Project-1). 

     From the foregoing discussion, it can be argued that donor’s interests are not 
always altruistic [24, 25] and that the “politics of aid ”, [23] especially the 
‘donor’s geostrategic interests” [23] often mean that “humanitarian visibility” is 
valued in preference to sustainable human development. This is consistent with 
the suggestion that foreign aid is an excuse to veil other interests. It is also 
argued that donors and agencies of certain countries focus their interventions in 
regions where ‘home’ registered MNC have a strong presence or interests [26, 
27]. For example, Garzón [26] explains that the Spanish Agency for International 
Development Cooperation’s (AECID) geographical priorities [28] seems to 
coincide with countries where the most important Spanish MNC (including 
Telefónica and Repsol YPF) have some kind of interest [29]. That is why some 
non-profit organisations like Ecologistas en Acción [30] and Cooperación 
Alternativa y Acción solidaria [31] question AECID for allocating money to 
MNC’s foundation projects, especially those whose Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) strategy is not evident; an example of which is the project 
“Strengthening of the economic and social endeavours of the communities in the 
operation zone of Repsol YPF Ecuador in the Ecuadorian Amazon” executed by 

Sustainable Development and Planning VI  439

 
 www.witpress.com, ISSN 1743-3541 (on-line) 
WIT Transactions on Ecology and The Environment, Vol 173, © 2013 WIT Press



REPSOL YPF Ecuador Foundation funded by AECID with 150.000€ [32]. Grain 
[27] cites the global agenda for Genetically Modified (GM) agriculture in 
proposing that the USAID logo “From the American people” should be switched 
to “For the American Corporations”.  

5 Conclusions 

Grants conditioned by donor preferences or interests limit the scope for PLA and 
delivering sustainable development. In many cases when donors impose policies 
that are in conflict with aid-recipient’s policies and values, it is unlikely that 
NGOs like ONGAWA would get high-ranking officials to engage with the 
project, and even if the project is implemented there might be issues surrounding 
its sustainability. Furthermore, in many cases donors want to see quick results. 
This means that it is often unlikely that they will want to put resources in 
detailed diagnostics, a pre-requisite for sustainable development but one that 
may take a long time. It is imperative that NGOs and Donors work together 
through a process of mutual education in order to ensure well-funded sustainable 
human development projects. 
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