
Chapter 4

Practices of Approximation: Simplifying
the Complex and Controlling the Future

Ever since the birth of Swedish public development aid in the 1960s,
the response to the key question “Does development aid really
work?” has largely taken the form of a series of ambitious, rational
results-oriented initiatives introduced with some regularity, every
decade or so (1971, 1981, 1998, and 2012). As mentioned in
Chapter 1, these initiatives have all centered around attempting to
reduce the uncertainty of effect that springs from the fact that it is
often impossible to determine beforehand which projects will pro-
duce good results and highly effective development aid (Vähämäki,
2017; and see Chapter 2 in this volume on the different types of
uncertainties). Decision-makers in the field of development aid face
three interlinked expectations: (1) to do for the poor what is
morally right, (2) to provide aid that is effective, and (3) to provide
this aid on the scale and within the budget enabled by the public
taxpayer. Two “management dreams” have been particularly
influential in the aid field’s response to these three expectations: (1)
the dream of simplifying the complex and (2) the dream of con-
trolling the future.

In complex systems like the development aid system, it is difficult
to predict the actual results of undertakings (Sugihara et al., 2012).
It seems, however, that this difficulty only adds to the desire for
clarity and certainty. The overall aspiration has been to tame the
complexity and uncertainty at hand by providing simplified
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Published by Emerald Publishing Limited. This work is published under the Creative
Commons Attribution (CC BY 4.0) licence. Anyone may reproduce, distribute, translate and

create derivative works of this book (for both commercial and non-commercial purposes), subject to
full attribution to the original publication and authors. The full terms of this licence may be seen at
http://creativecommons.org/licences/by/4.0/legalcode.
doi:10.1108/978-1-80117-374-220241004

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/books/oa-monograph/chapter-pdf/9914603/978-1-80117-374-220241004.pdf by guest on 27 June 2026

https://doi.org/10.1108/978-1-80117-374-220241004


information, such as numbers on impacts and effects, with the
practical support of a range of management tools and techniques.
In the day-to-day life of aid bureaucracy, this has led to the
development of practices aimed at approximating to achieve the
desired results, i.e., by using indicators or “proxies” to evaluate
what is happening or will happen in the future. It is well-known
that decision-makers in complex, uncertain settings speak a “results
language” that is keen on easily measured and communicated
approximations for the more elusive actual outcomes and effects
(Hayward & Marlow, 2014; Heinrich, 2002; Lowe, 2013).1 Using
representations such as indicators simplifies not only decision-making
but also communication (Tarschys, 1978), however not always, aswill
be discussed in upcoming chapters. In long-distance relations in
particular, numbers,measurements, and quantifiable information are
often seen as solutions to the problem of how to achieve control since
numbers travel well (Erlingsdóttir, 1999) and are perceived as
providing precision, rigor, and objectivity when representing things
outside our field of vision (Cooper, 1992; Robson, 1992).

In this chapter, we take a closer look at the approximation
practices of aid bureaucrats as attempts to handle uncertainty.
These practices are of interest for the purposes of this book in that
they can in many cases be seen as instances of pragmatic bureau-
cracy, and in other cases as leading instead to the perception of a
possible obsessive measurement disorder (OMD). While the
motives behind their use are generally reasonable and the intentions
good, approximation practices also come with several critical
challenges, addressed in this chapter, such as a temporal mismatch
between when project decisions are needed and when results are
available. In other words, although the results of development aid
can often only be determined after several decades, there is a wish
to back decisions on a radically shorter time line – of 3–5 years. We
take a closer look below at how aid bureaucrats and their organi-
zations have pursued the two management dreams – of simplifying

1The word proxy stems from a contracted form of Middle English
procuracie, meaning “procuration,” and refers either to a person
authorized to act for another, or to the function of serving or the
authority to serve in another’s stead (Merriam Webster Dictionary,
visited online June 11, 2023).
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the complex and controlling the future – over the recent history of
development aid. In the next chapter (Chapter 5), we then continue
the discussion with an emphasis on the characteristics and impli-
cations of a more recent and growing phenomenon in approxi-
mation: the use of what we call “proper organization proxies.”

Linear Production Models at the Core
Over the years, numerous methods and technologies have seen the
light of day in development aid, all produced in an aim to simplify
complexity and somehow control the uncertain future of aid project
processes and effects. In keeping with results-based thinking, a
typical model used has been a basic production model that depicts
inputs (resources of various kinds) moving through a linear process
via which they are turned into outputs. Ideally, these outputs
should then in turn lead to tangible outcomes that have a positive
impact on the lives of those in need. To this end, many aid
bureaucrats have preferred to use rationalistic models, like the one
below (Fig. 5), that rest upon the largely taken-for-granted idea
that later results (output, outcome, and impact) can be clearly
linked to earlier inputs and activities. Attempts to make sense of
these relations have therefore long been a top priority for aid
bureaucrats responsible for project decisions, along with other
concerns like internal efficiency and external effectiveness of the
operations (Modell & Grönlund, 2006) and hence the prudent use
of taxpayer money.

Fig. 5. The Basic Results Production Model
(Vähämäki, 2017).
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The basic model for producing results (Fig. 5) has been intro-
duced in a range of different methods and technologies. One of
these is the Logical Framework Approach (LFA), a method
developed in the 1960s by Fry Consultants Incorporated (1970), a
consulting firm contracted by the United States Agency for Inter-
national Development (USAID). The method came with a tech-
nology, in the form of a matrix, that has since often been required
by decision-makers of organizations in the donor role to make the
activities and projected results of organizations in the recipient role
visible (Coleman, 1987; Earle, 2002; Martinez, 2013). When the
LFA was introduced in USAID, independent measurement of
output and progress toward ultimate project purpose were
described as “objectively verifiable data” that could provide aid
managers with “a common frame” for evaluating projects and help
to reduce their “preoccupation with inputs” (USAID, 1965, p. 8).
This suggests that the rationale at that time was that aid bureau-
crats were spending too much time approximating the left side of
the results production model (i.e., input and activities). Models like
the LFA were therefore argued to provide certainty and be valuable
means by which to turn aid bureaucrats’ attention to results and the
right side of the model (i.e., output, outcome, and impact), an
argument that came to linger (Vähämäki & Verger, 2019). Since the
1960s, various versions of LFA have spread widely among devel-
opment agencies and other aid organizations, with the hope and
ambition of visualizing trustworthy results. This has not been a
problem-free undertaking, however, and some of the key funda-
ments of managing aid and enduring the difficulty of realizing the
dreams of simplifying the complex and controlling the future in
practice are discussed below.

Shifting Focus to the Right Side of the
Production Model
In the results production model, results are defined as output,
outcome, and impact. In the 1970s to the 1990s, actors in the field
of international aid engaged in a discussion about the experienced
need to redirect their attention from inputs and activities, such as
the number of seminars organized or the number of wells dug, to
outputs and outcomes, such as the number of people trained or the
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number of people with access to clean water. The hope was that all
aid projects could be planned using a causal logic of what led to
what.

In 1971, Sweden’s international aid agency, the Swedish Inter-
national Development Authority (SIDA), implemented a technol-
ogy called “results valuation.”2 When assessing project proposals
from organizations in the recipient role, prior to any funding
decisions, all SIDA aid bureaucrats were expected to produce a
hypothesis that set out a project’s main goals, subgoals, planned
production goals, planned activities, and planned costs, along with
indicators, i.e., approximations, for each level of the goal hierarchy.
When following up the project, calculations were then to be carried
out and a comparison made between the projections in the
hypothesis and what had actually happened (Vähämäki, 2017). The
calculations required numbers to be entered into a formula for the
planned fulfillment of the main goals and then divided by the
estimated total costs, resulting in a measure of the “planned sig-
nificance.” A “planned productivity” measure was similarly
calculated by dividing the planned production targets by estimated
direct costs. During follow-up, the resulting numbers were then to
be compared with the “actual productivity” and “actual signifi-
cance,” yielding a figure for the “actual effectiveness” of the proj-
ect. If we have confused you here, you are not alone, for in practice,
the use of SIDA’s results-valuation method proved to be very
cumbersome.

Only about 10% of SIDA’s staff ended up carrying out the
required valuations as intended, with the vast majority claiming
that doing so was not possible and, in addition, that requesting this
type of data from recipients harmed recipient relations (SIDA,
1974). Discussions arose within the agency concerning whether or
not it was even possible to isolate a project’s effects in this way.
After some years of testing out the technology, SIDA’s board made
the claim that it was “unrealistic to expect a quantitative assess-
ment of effectiveness.” The National Audit Office, on the other
hand, continued to argue that it should be doable (RRV 1972:43

2In 1995, the original Swedish International Development Authority
(SIDA, with capital letters) was merged with four other agencies to
form the Swedish International Development Agency (Sida).
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PM8). In the end, the results valuation method was replaced by new
methods, and the evolution of new methods has been a pattern
observed ever since, not only in the Swedish aid context but also
more broadly in international aid (Reinertsen, 2022; Vähämäki,
2017; Vähämäki et al., 2011). However, at the same time as older
methods have been replaced by newer ones, most have shared the
same ideological foundations: a belief in the ability of rational
plans to control the future and yield proper results from complex,
messy practice.3 That is, a belief derived from an unrealistic
assumption that decision-making follows a linear or scientific
approach with a simple, sequential progression: from inputs to
outputs, to outcomes, to impact (Brunsson, 1985).

In everyday practice, a difficulty that has occurred in each
attempt to apply results technologies is that aid bureaucrats find it
difficult to come up with a reasonable hypothesis. To cite an
example, in 1995, the use of the logical framework method was
made compulsory, to be appended to all aid projects at the Swedish
International Development Agency (Sida). An assessment carried
out in 2000 showed, however, that a hypothesis was not apparent in
the majority of Sida’s aid projects, indicating that only four of the
agency’s close to 5,000 projects (i.e., 0.08%) had actually met the
LFA requirement to rate how well a project was progressing
against the initial hypothesis. A few years later, in 2004, after
intensive internal project work and an internal campaign stressing
the need to comply with the mandatory requirements, compliance
did increase to 25% (easily seen in the digital system), although
even this number demonstrates that most projects were still not
using LFA or a similar method (Vähämäki, 2017).

A recurring comment from evaluations of aid projects over the
years has been that many projects managers have not used rational
planning methods as intended (Burman, 2021). A primary reason
given for this is the inherent difficulty in actually defining what
should be considered as an input, output, outcome, or impact. The
task is further complicated by the fact that organizations in the
donor and recipient roles usually have different understandings of

3An exception to this general trend was outcome mapping, a method that
promised to enable a greater focus on complexity by not basing its
measurements on linear models (Earl et al., 2001).
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these elements (Brolin, 2017; Eyben, 2010; Vähämäki, 2017). One
of our interviewees from Volvo, a private sector car company that
collaborates with Sida, for example, noted how he was puzzled to
learn that Sida considered its hosting of a meeting with businesses a
project output. As this businessman himself put it, he and the
representatives from other firms attending the meeting found this a
little frustrating since: “After all, it was only a meeting. We hadn’t
achieved anything yet, but they [Sida] seemed to think so.” Hence,
for Sida, in the donor role, the meeting was a result (an output or
outcome) since cooperating with the private sector was a political
priority, whereas all of the meeting’s other participants, playing the
roles of partner or recipient, were eager to progress “from talk to
proper action on the ground” and saw the meeting as no more than
a planning activity (an input).

Contrary to the hope-filled management dream of simplifying the
process, and relevant to our interest in obsessive measurement dis-
order (OMD), we have noted that discussions on what should be
counted as a result in the results production chain often lead tomore,
not less, information being produced and processed, and to confusion,
not clarity.Wehave alsoobserved that, in practice, it ismore common
to report on inputs oroutputs (the left sideof the ideal-typicalmodel in
Fig. 5) since this information is often easier to quantify and sometimes
the only data available when a project decision has to be made
(Binnedjikt, 2001; Mayne, 2007; Vähämäki & Verger, 2019). How-
ever, considering the example cited above, since there is no standard to
clarify whether a meeting should be considered an input or whether it
is already an output, rather than being easy to comprehend, the
numbers often spur new questions and new numbers.

Even when there are positive results data at hand, which are to the
benefit of both parties (organizations in both the donor and recipient
roles), there may be confusion regarding who can justifiably take
credit for those results. In the highly complex web of financial rela-
tions and dependencies, questions concerning the links between
particular funding and particular impacts arise. When organizations
in the recipient role have several organizations that finance their
operations, asmost do, it is often almost impossible to determinewhat
money, from which donor, led to what specific results. Nevertheless,
project managers are expected to try their best to reach such conclu-
sions. As one Sida research aid manager explained:
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Because coming to these conclusions isn’t
straightforward. This individual got a grant from Sida
andnowhas a seat on that committee. It’s not necessarily
only thanks to Sida’s research unit, but it’s fair to assume
we helped. That we can see that it relates to matters
connected to the research they did with Sida funds, and
they’re in a stronger position and so on. That we can
come to conclusions like that, a little. But it’s not an easy
task. And especially not with research that is so
incredibly long term.

Thus, fromapragmatic standpoint,what usually happens is that all
donors involved try to take at least some credit for any good results
thatmaterialize, that can in someway be linked to their funding. Since
it is difficult to determine dependencies, due to the multitude of
interacting partners and projects and the long-term result horizons,
project administrators are constantly on the lookout for any positive
result that can be reported home. An example of a similar pragmatic
stance can be seen with the cholera vaccine Dukoral, which has had
immense global impact, where support for the underlying research in
the formofgrants fromSidaandmanyothers beganback in the1980s.
Our informants explain that continuous reporting of successful and
easily comprehensible results is important even if a result may be seen
as an instance of episodic evidence, citingDukoral as an example. The
concrete materiality of the vaccine in its vials also helps in this regard
since tangible results are appealing and more easily showcased and
communicated to those at a distance.

To summarize, despite trying out different methods and technolo-
gies over the years, aid bureaucrats continue to face the same unre-
alistic expectation of having to show results before they materialize,
and it remains hard to tell with any confidence whether aid actually
reaches those most in need, in an efficient, effective, and human way.
The most recent wave of attempts, of the past 15 years or so, has
targeted impacts.AsWhite points out (2010, p. 153), one argument for
this move toward impacts instead of outcomes stems from a realiza-
tion that outcome monitoring “does not tell us about the success, or
otherwise,” of government programs or the interventions supported
by international development agencies. Impact evaluations, he argues,
not only answer the question of what works but also why (White,
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2009). However, while the method of “impactization”may be recent,
the sales pitch for it follows the traditional script, promising that
impactwill connote “something visible, clear, objective and calculable
in which relevant activity can be causally linked to a desired policy
outcome” (Power, 2015, p. 45).

Hence, the underlying argument for impactization closely resem-
bles that of the logical framework approach, as well as many other
methods and technologies used in development aid, which is: we don’t
know much about what happens and why things happen in develop-
ment aid projects. Only now, in the case of impactization, the insuf-
ficiency in focus concerns information about outputs and outcomes
rather than inputs andactivities, as it did in the 1960s. It is important to
note, however, that despite the ongoing struggles and mishaps, fol-
lowed by new suggestions and ideas, most of the aid bureaucrats we
have encountered say that they view these results processes as
unquestionably important as legitimizing rituals (Meyer & Rowan,
1977) andmechanismsofhope (Brunsson, 2006), if not as validationof
actual results.

The Allure of Numbers
In theory, simplified information could naturally also consist of
qualitative indicators or emotional episodic narratives about those
helped to a better life.However, qualitative results data seem tobe less
valued and trusted in the field of development aid (Alexius &
Vähämäki, 2020).4 Here, it is evident that simplified information in
the form of quantitative facts and figures that represent progress is
alluring, that is to say, numbers that communicate that the funds
reach the populations they are intended to support (Bowerman et al.,

4Attempts to challenge this position and to bridge the qualitative and the
quantitative have, however, been made, a recent example being the
SenseMaker tool that promises to deliver results through a
“complexity-aware, narrative-based method that involves collecting,
analyzing, debating and sharing large numbers of short stories about
people’s experiences” (Deprez, 2021, p. 1). Via an app, the SenseMaker
program poses questions to beneficiaries of policy initiatives and translates
these narrative responses into numbers to produce visualizations such as
graphs.
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2001; Eyben et al., 2016; Vähämäki, 2015; Vähämäki & Verger,
2019).

Considering the broken feedback loop in development aid,
i.e., that aid recipients have hardly no direct feedback loops to the
decision-makers in the donor countries (Martens, 2005), it is
understandable that numbers have been a particularly lauded
driver of development policy, as well as an important means for aid
bureaucrats to justify and communicate their decisions. The magic
of numbers is that they allow us to imagine that we can freeze the
world so that it can be more easily acted upon. As mentioned
previously, numbers also offer the potential of taking action and
communicating results from a distance (Erlingsdóttir, 1999; Hall,
2010; Robson, 1992).

Previous research has shown, somewhat paradoxically, that
quantification tends to be valued most in complex fields such as
development aid, where outcomes and effects are typically hard to
measure (Jacobsen & Sandvik, 2018). The widespread praise of
measuring results we found among aid bureaucrats is in line with the
powerful ideal spelled out in Zall Kusek and Rist’s Handbook for
Development Practitioners, where they list the arguments regarding
the “power of measuring results” (Kusek & Rist, 2004, p. 11):

However, as discussed in Chapters 6–8, while a few of the aid
bureaucrats treat these arguments very seriously, almost like
mantras, most of the aid bureaucrats and especially the more senior
are also able and willing to discuss them critically if given the
chance. The academic literature on approximations is dominated
by critique that questions the validity of proxies and discusses, at

• If you do not measure results, you cannot tell success from
failure.

• If you cannot see success, you cannot reward it.
• If you cannot reward success, you are probably rewarding
failure.

• If you cannot see success, you cannot learn from it.
• If you cannot recognize failure, you cannot correct it.
• If you can demonstrate results, you can win public support.
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length, the negative implications of invalidity. To give just one
example, in the climate field, many experiments on biodiversity and
ecosystem functions measure “species richness” and assume that
this approximation can serve as an indicator of a broader suite of
attractive ecosystem functions (Stephens et al., 2015). When eval-
uated, studies have however shown that species richness may be an
unreliable or even invalid proxy with the potential to mislead
management strategies in the field of ecosystems (Eigenbrod et al.,
2010).

In previous literature, the allure of providing numbers as proxies
has been described as coming with several unintended consequences
such as that, over time, measurable activities have crowded out
activities that are more difficult to measure, and that short-term
outputs are pursued over long-term objectives (Natsios, 2010;
Vähämäki&Verger, 2019). In some cases, the focus onproxies has led
to staff spending an increasing amount of time collecting data and
monitoring activities and less time managing and implementing
activities (Diefenbach, 2009; Forssell & Ivarsson Westerberg, 2014;
Johansson & Lindgren, 2013; Meyer & Gupta, 1994; Natsios, 2010).

The development whereby more time is dedicated to delivering
numbers and less to understanding the local particularities of a
context, including institution-building and policy reform, has been
called “mission drift” – a drift from one particular focus to another
(Alexius, 2021). According to Natsios (2010), mission drift repre-
sents a clear risk factor for OMD. In our analysis, we have seen
instances of mission drift and pressure on aid bureaucrats to focus
on proxy numbers rather than devoting time to the implementation
and understanding of aid projects. In our interview with the head of
research cooperation at Sida, she expressed it as follows:

We’ve seen in these Conclusions of performance that we
write every year, where you need to enter numbers, that
when our colleagues had filled in these numbers and got
them in there, the analysis, then they were so tired of it,
that they lost. . . You couldn’t see the forest for the
trees. . . For me it was completely uninteresting, which
should be really exciting, to read these Conclusions of
performance, to go through all these numbers. But they
didn’t match the indicators. . . And I had to go and look

Practices of Approximation 57

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/books/oa-monograph/chapter-pdf/9914603/978-1-80117-374-220241004.pdf by guest on 27 June 2026



at that instead of reading the text and actually see, what
was it, that had happened in the project? So, which are
the results really? And these numbers, that have been
selected, they’re not just any numbers. So I made it very
clear, that I didn’t think [it was good].

This quote illustrates a typical ambivalence among aid bureau-
crats regarding their production of numbers and approximations.
In addition to the risk of proxies overshadowing the “exciting” part
of projects, our interviewee also draws attention to two common
apprehensions related to producing numbers:

(1) The difficulty of validating the numbers. Jerven (2013) has
shown that the statistical capabilities in the aid sector are
extremely poor. He also argues that the numbers substantially
misrepresent the actual state of affairs and warns of the risk of
scarce resources being misapplied as a result of aid bureau-
crats’ poor understanding of statistics.

(2) A fear of how numbers will be used. Vähämäki (2017) writes that
the “fear of use” is a typical fear among aid bureaucrats. When
they are afraid of how decision-makers may understand and use
the numbers, and uncertain whether the numbers will be under-
stood as good or bad and how this might affect a project, some
aid bureaucrats may even try to avoid providing numbers.

Clearly, there are fundamental questions to be asked about
proxy validation and calibration: about whether proxies are
reasonable or bad approximations. But, as concluded by Stephens
et al. (2015), reducing reliance on flawed proxies would require
increasing large-scale, long-term monitoring practices that are seen
as high-cost, unnecessary luxuries.5 In our view, it is important that

5We have noted that methods that advocate greater scientific rigor in the
measurements, such as randomized control trials, which promise
high-quality methods for evaluating impact, have been used very little,
if at all, in development aid (Olofsgård, 2014). Methods such as Bayesian
theory-based evaluation, which promise a combination of qualitative and
quantitative methods to conduct theory-based evaluations (Befani, 2021),
have to date been used sparingly, most likely due to these methods being
more costly than others.

58 Obsessive Measurement Disorder or Pragmatic Bureaucracy?

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/books/oa-monograph/chapter-pdf/9914603/978-1-80117-374-220241004.pdf by guest on 27 June 2026



we also look beyond the rational validity critique and acknowledge
that as a day-to-day pragmatic response to uncertainty in complex
systems, proxies are attractive, despite their flaws.

The Challenge of Mismatching Temporalities
A common feature of uncertain systems is that decision-makers
need to be engaged in temporal coordination (Gümüsay et al.,
2022). When a multitude of actors are involved, different tempo-
ralities are likely to suit different actor groups. Due to the inherent
temporality of the aid project itself, on one hand, and the time it
takes for results to materialize in the field, on the other, there is a
temporal mismatch between the critical and urgent need for
short-term decisions and results (in line with the narrow project
time frame and consideration of the yearly public spending rule)
and the fact that most key results can only be seen in the longer run.
One Sida manager engaged in research cooperation describes a
typical case where experienced aid bureaucrats, like her, see the
need to look at results from a 20-year perspective while at the same
time having to cope with the fixed, 5-year project-funding time
frame:

We’re now looking at going into Cambodia and our
perspective is 20 years. We grant support for five years
at a time; we can’t give more than that. But [20 years]
that’s the perspective, and that’s when we’ll see the
results. That’s when they’ll have a PhD education of
international standards and they’ll be able to generate
the next generation, or have a sustainable system. But
that’s 20 years down the road.

In essence, the mismatch of temporalities implies that project
managers are expected to provide regular reports with trustworthy
results before these results have had a chance to materialize.
Though this may sound like an impossible mission, it is a dilemma
that aid bureaucrats deal with every day. Thus, from a pragmatic
bureaucratic viewpoint, approximations often come in handy to
save the day.
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The case of Swedish support to Bai Bang in Vietnam demon-
strates this difficulty of mismatched temporalities. The Bai Bang
project – Sweden’s largest, most expensive, and longest running aid
project to date – ran from 1974 to 1995, a period during which
Sweden committed about SEK 2.8 billion in total (approx. SEK 9.8
billion in 2022 figures). The idea behind the project was simple:
Sweden would provide support to Vietnam to construct an inte-
grated pulp and paper mill that would raise living standards in the
Bai Bang region. Implementation of the project, on the other hand,
proved considerably more complicated. From the outset, the
project faced a range of serious challenges, many of which related
to difficulties associated with cooperation between two countries
with such different political and economic systems. Adding to these
difficulties was the considerable adverse media coverage in Sweden,
much of which focused on various controversies that arose,
including the living conditions of workers at the mill and in the
surrounding forest areas. In 1985, allegations of forced labor in the
project arose, creating a political storm in Sweden (McGillivray
et al., 2012) and outdating the project completely. Other difficulties
included Sida feeling it was not receiving sufficient data to assess
the wood supply from the designated timber, and the frequent
revisions and extensions of the project time-frame required to
overcome the various critical issues that arose. As Sida’s
director-general recalls:

It was the biggest project in terms of money that we
had done, and it took twice as long as we anticipated,
and cost twice as much. Bai Bang was such a
stupendous effort for Sida so one can debate whether
it was actually worth it for the aid authorities from a
labor-economics standpoint.

Almost the entire Sida organization was involved in the project,
and it was heavily discussed in Sweden among different actors,
making it burdensome to deal with. However, an evaluation carried
out in 1999 called the project “an aid project which obtained a mea-
sure of success despite the odds” and argued that the project had been
extremely successful, having produced 110,000 tons of paper, twice as
muchas the target set in the 1980s (Jerve et al., 1999).Thus, despite the
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project being seen for many years as outdated, in terms of both the
results and the negative effects of themedia coverageand extrawork it
implied for the agency, 20–30 years later, it was considered a success.
On June 11, 2022, the Hanoi Times published an article entitled “Bai
Bang Paper Mill: Outstanding symbol of Vietnam-Sweden
relations.”6

As concluded previously in Chapter 2, grand societal challenges
(such as climate change and socioeconomic inequality) are char-
acterized by great uncertainty of the long-term affect. As the case of
Bai Bang shows, key results tend to materialize at a rate incom-
patible with the short-term horizons of local political agendas and
decisions (Biddle & Koontz, 2014), with many results visible only
after decades of aid work. And when long-term results do finally
appear, another uncertainty is actualized: will they help
decision-makers to make better decisions in the future, decisions
grounded in learning from past experience and assessments?

Lost Momentum for Learning?
The example of Bai Bang points to the risk of losing momentum in
learning from project results when projects end long before results
start coming in. Hence, despite frequent talk about the importance
of aid funds contributing to long-term outcomes and impact on the
ground, the tendency is that projects don’t learn from long-term
results. In the aid relationships we have studied, information on
late-incoming results is sometimes toned down or even ignored – a
scenario we found to be true in both aid projects carried out by the
International Science Program (ISP) and those coordinated by
Union to Union (a federation of Swedish unions that supports
collaborations in aid). In the case of ISP, numerous reviews of the
program (i.e., evaluations from 1977, 1994, 2001, 2002, 2011, and
2018) have found it to be highly supportive in achieving results
(Edqvist et al., 1994; GHD Pty Ltd, 2011; Leide et al., 1977; Pain &
Carneiro, 2018; Selin Lindgren & Wendiga, 2002; Wield, 2001).
Despite the positive reviews, however, as one ISP representative
explained, his perception was that providing positive evaluation

6https://hanoitimes.vn/bai-bang-paper-mill-outstanding-symbol-of-vietnam-
sweden-relations-320996.html
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results was not “what mattered the most” in assessments of future
support:

Right, but that’s precisely what it said, that ISP was. . .
that what ISP did was good, ISP is needed. . . And then
it also said in the evaluation later, that our follow-up-
and assessment systems weren’t good enough, and this
is what we’ve worked on developing the whole time up
until the 2018 evaluation, that said the system is still
not good. But for other reasons. . . The results have
actually been there all along. It’s just that now Sida
was expected to report new types of results.

This representative, ISP’s director, also concluded that, despite the
positive results, the evaluators criticized ISP for its measuring
methods, a critique that has led ISP to try out several new ways of
measuring results,methods that have in turnalsobeen criticized.Thus,
in the end, the discussion on evaluation has centered on the methods
and technologies used to measure results and neglected the activities,
outcomes, and impact as such. When interviewed, the former
secretary-general of Union to Union expresses similar thoughts:

I think that the results evaluations speak very much for
our cause. But that seems unimportant. They [Sida] are
like: “Right, well, you’ve attained results. . .. but is it
really cost-effective to organize like this, or like that . . .

Here again, the secretary-general’s comment exemplifies that
despite evaluations having found that Union to Union attained pos-
itive results, the manner in which it organizes its operations has been
questioned and, at times, the interest in cost-effectiveness has come to
overshadow the assessment and recognition of results achieved (see
also Chapter 5). The fact that the leaders of these organizations
perceive that actual results are not what matter most in development
aid relations has been discussed in previous studies (Andreoni, 1990;
Easterly, 2002; Lindkvist and Bastøe, 2020; Martens, 2002; Pritchett,
2002), all of which argue that, despite altruistic intentions, there is a
built-in disinterest in the actual results.

Explanations for this lack of interest are that policymakers
mainly care about being re-elected and that aid organizations are

62 Obsessive Measurement Disorder or Pragmatic Bureaucracy?

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/books/oa-monograph/chapter-pdf/9914603/978-1-80117-374-220241004.pdf by guest on 27 June 2026



mainly motivated by self-interest (in the sense of gaining more
funding for their projects) and, unless they are explicitly punished
for poor performance, they need not exert maximal effort (Martens,
2002). Another argument, linked to the emotion-based approach to
reducing uncertainty (discussed in Chapter 2), is that aid is more
about feeling good than doing good, which leads to the
decision-makers having a greater interest in disbursements than in
actually making a difference for the aid beneficiaries (Andreoni,
1990; Easterly, 2002). Pritchett (2002) argues moreover that
knowledge of results may be avoided because it can hamper
funding flows, meaning that the public spending rule gets higher
priority than aid effectiveness, and that “it pays to be ignorant.”
This previous literature also notes an element of fear – that results
information and knowledge are avoided due to a fear of hampering
the aid organization’s routines or harming its reputation.

Our case studies confirm that providing organizations in the
donor role with results information that is too complex, even when
that information is accurate and positive, may lead to a negative
outcome for organizations in the recipient role since doing so may
confuse the aid bureaucrat responsible, thereby raising the level of
uncertainty rather than clarifying and reducing the uncertainty
perceived by the organization in the donor role. As will be dis-
cussed in more detail in upcoming chapters, we found this to be
particularly common in situations where donor representatives lack
sufficient context or the domain-specific knowledge necessary to
assess the complex results information at hand.

In sum, we have shown that when aid bureaucrats and aid
organizations implement the management dreams of simplification
and future control in practice, difficulties and mismatches arise.
There is seldom a straightforward response to the question: Does
aid lead to results, and – if so – what results? But since the
unrealistic expectation – that there is a simple answer – still exists,
new practices for approximating results continue to emerge, prac-
tices with which aid bureaucrats and aid organizations become
preoccupied. When analyzing current project work practices, we
have identified what seems to be an increasingly prevalent type of
approximating – an approximation practice that centers on what
we call “proper organization proxies,” which we elaborate on in
Chapter 5.
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