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Abstract 
 

Leading scholars have wondered whether shifting to heavy reliance on NGOs as aid-delivery 
vehicles is justified and have suggested the need to verify whether NGOs do a better job than 
national governments do.  
This study fills a gap in the research on the operational dynamics and effectiveness of NGOs 
implementing aid-funded projects.  
Preliminary findings, based on 19 interviews in Ghana, suggest that though the macro and 
systemic factors referenced in foreign-aid literature are prevalent, the main reasons behind aid-
project failure are managerial.  
We conclude that aid-project implementation fails because of poor alignment with government’s 
development agenda, poor collaboration, poor planning and poor accountability. 
 
Proposal: 

Foreign aid disbursement through nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) is a significant 
and important part of the aid allocation and delivery process (Lancaster, 1999). The portion of 
foreign aid disbursed through NGOs has increased dramatically between the last decade of the 
20th century and the first decade of the 21st century. Only 0.7% of foreign aid was disbursed 
through NGOs in 1975 (Edwards & Hulme, 1996) compared to 40% as of December 2011 
(OECD Stat Data, 2012).  

Two decades of surging NGO prominence in foreign-aid delivery has led some 
researchers to question the role of NGOs as mediators in aid delivery and their performance in 
managing aid-funded projects. Leading scholars such as Gilles and Yontcheva (2006); Gray, 
Bebbington, and Collinson (2005); Keck and Sikkink (1998); and Zaidi (1999) have wondered 
whether there is justification for the shift to heavy reliance on NGOs as aid-delivery vehicles and 
have suggested the need to verify whether NGOs do a better job than national governments do.   

Nowhere are answers to these questions more urgent than in SSA.  The region has 
become the epicenter of donor aid and development experimentation, commanding a third of 
OECD countries $124 billion annual aid budget.  Actual annual dollar disbursement to sub-
Saharan African (SSA) countries has nearly doubled from $22 billion in 2000 to about $42 
billion in 2010 (OECD, 2012), representing a third of OECD countries annual budget. Of the $42 
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billion given to SSA countries, 40% is disbursed through a complex web of NGOs approved by 
donors.  

Despite the importance of the debate and the prominent role of NGOs in aid 
administration and developmental initiatives in SSA countries, there is relatively little research 
on the operational dynamics and effectiveness of NGOs implementing aid-funded projects.  The 
study behind this proposed paper is an effort to fill the gap.  We attempt to answer the question 
of how best to deliver aid to developing countries, by carrying out a careful investigation in 
Ghana, an important SSA case.  The fundamental questions we seek to answer are:    

• How do NGOs actually operate in a receiving country?  
• What are the experiences of those who have achieved success and those who have 

achieved less success?  
• Due to NGOs’ increasing role in development policy, how might one improve their 

effectiveness?  
  
Ghana is a critical case.  It alone receives more than $1 billion annually in aid (OECD, 

2012). Consequently, the number of NGOs operating in Ghana has increased by more than 
1,300% in less than two decades. There were 350 NGOs registered and operating in Ghana in 
1996 (Laird, 2008), the department of social welfare estimates that 4,500 NGO were 
registered in Ghana as of December 2009. 
  

The interview subjects are NGO leaders who are leading or have led the implementation 
of aid-funded projects in Ghana. Preliminary results from analysis of 19 interviews indicate that 
though the systemic problems cited in aid literature are prevalent, the main problem facing aid-
funded projects tends to be managerial in nature. The managerial problems have been 
categorized into poor project choice leading to lack of government alignment and buy-in, lack of 
genuine sustained collaboration with stakeholders, lack of accountability to stakeholders and 
poor project planning processes. We draw this initial conclusion by comparing the reasons 
behind successful and not so successful implementation of aid-funded projects respectively. The 
preliminary findings indicate that aid-funded project managers require managerial training to 
successfully implement aid-funded projects. 

 
This research aims to shed light on the factors that affect the operational effectiveness of 

NGOs involved in educational, infrastructural development, health, political, social, and 
economic initiatives across several key regions in Ghana. The key goal is to identify distinctive 
experiences of successful and not-so-successful NGOs and suggest ways on how to improve 
their performance and possibly apply the lessons from this research in other developing 
countries. 
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