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Friends of Publish What You Fund, a U.S.-based non-profit organization, was  
established in May 2015 with the objective of promoting transparency among 
donors, users, and implementers of international assistance in order to ensure 
effective spending, evaluation, and accountability. Our particular focus is on U.S. 
transparency and accountability, and we work in partnership with a number of 
stakeholders with similar objectives. 

About tHis RePoRt 

In this report Friends of Publish What You Fund aims to gather lessons learned 
about U.S. efforts to make aid data more transparent over the past decade, includ-
ing the efforts of both the U.S. Government (USG) and civil society. The scope 
of the report also covers feedback on Publish What You Fund’s efforts, including 
the Aid Transparency Index. To inform this exercise, a consultant — Andria Hayes-
Birchler — conducted a survey with a wide range of stakeholders and undertook 
in-depth interviews with 30 of the respondents. Both the surveys and interview 
responses were not for attribution. In addition, we conducted consultations on the 
draft report with both USG and civil society representatives and received written 
comments from a number of stakeholders. The Board of Friends of Publish What 
You Fund is very grateful for the time, constructive input, and thoughtful responses 
by all of those involved.

The progress made in the past decade is due to the hard work by both external 
advocates and internal champions whom have devoted considerable time, energy, 
and political capital despite the considerable challenges. The assessments in this 
report should in no way undercut the full appreciation of those efforts. 

This report was produced with financial support from the William and Flora 
Hewlett Foundation. 

Visit www.friendsofpublishwhatyoufund.org to learn more about our organization, 
our work, and our Board of Directors. For an electronic copy of the report, please 
go to www.friendsofpublishwhatyoufund.org/resources.
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Data-driven 
decision-
making can 
help inform 
smarter 
allocation of 
limited funds

“ Over the past decade, significant commitments were made by the U.S. govern-
ment (USG) to make foreign assistance more transparent. The President’s Emer-
gency Plan for Aids Relief (PEPFAR) and the Millennium Challenge Corporation 
(MCC), both created during the Bush Administration, emphasized transparency 
and data driven decision making as hallmarks of their missions. The Obama Ad-
ministration strengthened this trend through numerous policy announcements, 
the creation of a one stop website for all USG aid data, making specific foreign as-
sistance commitments to the Open Government Partnership (OGP) and agreeing 
to publish U.S. aid data according to the International Aid Transparency Initiative 
(IATI). These efforts have been strongly encouraged and monitored by civil soci-
ety though a variety of efforts. For example, the Modernizing Foreign Assistance 
Network (MFAN) made transparency and accountability of U.S. foreign assistance 
one of its central pillars, and Publish What You Fund has produced an annual Aid 
Transparency Index, ranking donors’ progress on transparency commitments.

Meeting these various commitments has entailed significant effort, has proven to 
be more difficult than many originally thought, and has been slower to realize than 
transparency advocates had hoped. Despite that, the work continues and the com-
mitment remains. 

The purpose of this report is to reflect on the last decade of the U.S. aid transpar-
ency movement. It analyses the key decisions and milestones, draws up the critical 
lessons learned, and offers recommendations to both the USG and to civil society 
so that, working together, everyone can make more progress on U.S. foreign aid 
transparency, accountability, and effectiveness. 

As set forth in more detail in the report, the key findings, lessons, and recommen-
dations include:

• ACCountAbilitY
The initial commitments, including the IATI commitment, were strong and 
promising, but there was insufficient central leadership or coordination to 
implement these pledges. The USG took a “whole of government” approach to 
publishing foreign aid data, but did not provide central leadership to oversee 
and coordinate agencies progress on implementation strategies, releasing 
targets for publication, or improving the quality and comprehensiveness of 
their data. Conversely, agencies were constrained by the whole of govern-
ment policy, undermining individual agency progress. In this vacuum, the Aid 

executive summary
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If IATI is to be 
robust, more 

civil society and 
implementing 

contractors
 need to 

publish to it

“Transparency Index became the de facto accountability mechanism for  
assessing USG commitments and individual agencies’ progress. 

• imPlementAtion stRAtegies AnD PlAnning 
Following the decision to sign up to IATI, and the U.S. transparency commit-
ments in the Open Government Partnership, too little was done to assess and 
plan for the resources needed to meet these commitments. This included the 
need for cost-management plans, timelines for implementation, proper staff-
ing plans, adequate budgets, upgraded data management systems, and staff 
training on data input and management. In many agencies it took years to even 
identify these constraints. 

• ConstRAints to DAtA use 
Concerns have been repeatedly expressed that U.S. data is not being used, 
which jeopardizes the internal USG momentum to keep publishing and improv-
ing its data. The lack of use is an issue, but there are real concerns that U.S. 
data – as well as data from other donors – is of insufficient accuracy and com-
pleteness to be used. Adding to the concern are the two U.S. foreign assistance 
dashboards run by USAID and the State Department, both of which purport to 
aggregate U.S. aid data, but which produce conflicting data. Until the quality 
concerns are addressed, data use will remain limited. At the same time, addi-
tional efforts are needed to ensure data is both useful and accessible through 
data portals, apps, and visualizations. 

• Civil soCietY 
There are a number of non-government organizations (NGOs), think tanks, and 
other networks that have played a critical role in promoting and monitoring U.S. 
aid transparency. Some of these civil society organizations, like Plan Interna-
tional USA, have also undertaken publication of their own IATI data. If IATI is to 
be robust, however, more civil society and implementing contractors need to 
publish to IATI. 

Even if progress has been slower than desired, the last decade has seen signifi-
cant improvements in the transparency of U.S. aid information. As agencies and 
organizations continue their progress on making aid data more transparent, they 
unlock data that can potentially improve their own internal coordination, communi-
cation, and learning agenda. Data-driven decision making can help inform smarter 



Friends oF Publish What You Fund3

Through 
smart, targeted  
U.S. policies,
the data 
revolution can 
strengthen 
global devel-
opment

“ allocations of limited funds, better monitoring and evaluation, and improved project 
and program design. 

With the work done to date, the U.S. is set on the right course. Going forward, 
through a combination of smart, targeted policies that deepen existing commit-
ments, the U.S. can utilize the full potential of the data revolution, putting timely, 
quality, and accessible information at the core of its development policies. Specifi-
cally, the U.S. should:

DeliveR moRe eFFeCtive HumAnitARiAn AssistAnCe 
Although global humanitarian assistance has reached record levels, the need 
and the financing gap are growing. The poor state of the data severely 
impacts the ability to plan and provide effective, collaborative, and respon-
sive assistance. As the world’s largest humanitarian donor, the U.S. must fully 
implement its commitment made at the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit: 
improve the responsiveness, accountability, and collaboration of humanitarian 
action by publishing data in a transparent and harmonized way using the IATI 
format. 

CHAmPion genDeR equAlitY 
There is a strong consensus to invest in women and girls for both their own 
equity and better outcomes for children and families, and to invest in economic 
growth and peace and security. U.S. policies support this principle, but the U.S. 
needs to fix its own gender-data deficit through the publication of more robust 
and comparable gender-based funding and gender-disaggregated data.

FinisH tHe investment in u.s. DAtA quAlitY, ComPReHensiveness 
AnD use 
Significant investments have laid the groundwork to put data at the core of U.S. 
global development. Attention needs to be paid to the right policies that will: in-
crease data quality, demand and use; promote a data-driven culture within U.S. 
agencies; and join up IATI data with other data flows and standards to provide 
the most complete picture of resources.

•

•

•
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Over the past decade, the USG and civil society have put a great deal of effort 
into making aid information more transparent. This has included the develop-
ment of USG aid websites – such as www.foreignassistance.gov and USAID’s 
Foreign Aid Explorer (https://explorer.usaid.gov/aid-dashboard.html), efforts 
to publish aid data as part of broader commitments to transparency in the 
Open Government Partnership (www.opengovpartnership.org), and U.S. 
publication of aid information to the International Aid Transparency Initiative  
(www.aidtransparency.net). 

This report will explore why the USG made these aid transparency commitments, 
what worked and what didn’t during implementation, and the role civil society 
played in advocating for aid transparency. The report sets forth lessons learned 
from the past decade and suggests recommendations for future improvements 
in aid transparency.

Due to the crucial nature IATI plays in aid transparency, this report will focus 
largely on the efforts to implement the USG commitments to publish to the IATI 
standard. However, it will also examine other related efforts toward aid data 
transparency, including the development of ForeignAssistance.gov, the expan-
sion of USAID’s Foreign Aid Explorer, and the foreign aid commitments the U.S. 
made in its OGP action plans.1 The scope of this report is focused on U.S. efforts, 
including both the experiences of USG agencies and U.S. NGOs to make their aid 
data more transparent, as well as the experiences of civil society organizations 
and the U.S. Congress in promoting transparent aid data. 

introduction 
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This report is organized as follows:

• bACkgRounD 
The U.S. initial commitments to aid transparency were a mixture of domestic 
and international commitments, and this section provides a brief history of the 
important steps.

• keY DeCisions, ConstRAints AnD milestones 
Over the past decade, the USG and civil society made decisions about how 
to implement their commitments to aid data transparency. This section will 
explore those decisions and their impact on progress.

• lessons leARneD 
This section draws up the main lessons learned, identifying what worked well 
and what didn’t in the efforts to make aid data more transparent. 

• ReCommenDAtions 
A great deal of progress has been made but there is still a long way to go. This 
section will make specific recommendations on how to improve the comprehen-
siveness, quality and usefulness of aid transparency efforts.

This report uses data from a survey of 52 key stakeholders in the USG and civil 
society who have years of experience implementing and advocating for aid trans-
parency. Respondents include current and former staff from the State  
Department, USAID, MCC, PEPFAR, Treasury, OMB, the House Foreign Affairs 
Committee, the Senate Foreign Affairs Committee, as well as current and former 
staff from the Modernizing Foreign Assistance Network (MFAN), Brookings, the 
Center for Global Development, InterAction, AidData, Development Gateway,  
Oxfam, Plan International USA, the ONE Campaign, Save the Children, Publish 
What You Fund, and Friends of Publish What You Fund. 

It also relies on information from interviews with 30 stakeholders within many of the 
same organizations. For the sake of candidness, both survey and interview data 
remains anonymous. The list of interview respondents, interview questions, and 
survey questionnaire can be found at www.friendsofpublishwhatyoufund.org/
resources.

www.friendsofpublishwhatyoufund.org/resources
www.friendsofpublishwhatyoufund.org/resources
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In November 
2011 in Busan, 
Korea, the U.S. 
committed to 
publishing to 

the IATI 
Standard

“In the early 2000s, the OECD hosted a series of high levels forums focused on 
aid effectiveness. In the first two meetings in Rome and in Paris, there was a fo-
cus on improving aid-decision making and coordination.2 At the Third High Level 
Forum in Accra, Ghana, in 2008, aid transparency became a central theme. Com-
parable and transparent aid data was deemed necessary for effective donor co-
ordination and partner country planning, as well as enabling citizens to hold their 
governments accountable. Donors agreed to “publicly disclose regular, detailed 
and timely information on volume, allocation and – when available – results of 
development expenditure.”3 This marked the launch of the IATI, with fourteen 
international donors pledging to develop and implement common definitions and 
a format to facilitate sharing of aid information.

The momentum behind aid transparency continued to grow. In February 2011, 
the IATI standard was agreed and, in November 2011, at the Fourth High Level 
Forum on Aid Effectiveness in Busan, Korea, numerous additional donors –  
including the USG – committed to publishing certain data in the IATI standard 
by the end of 2015.4 

This commitment to transparency was complemented by a series of steps in the 
United States:

Two significant transparency initiatives were made during the Administration of 
George W. Bush. The Bush Administration created PEPFAR and the MCC, both 
of which put a premium on gathering, publishing, and utilizing rigorous devel-
opment data. 

On his first day in office, President Obama signed a Memorandum committing 
to an open and transparent government, focusing on the role of new technolo-
gies to make information, including foreign assistance information, readily avail-
able to the public.5

At the Group of 20 Summit in Pittsburgh in 2009, the Leaders’ Statement 
committed members to enhancing aid transparency efforts. On that basis, an 
interagency task force was formed, resulting in a USG policy on foreign assis-
tance transparency, including a commitment to create ForeignAssistance.gov 
with OMB government-wide guidance.

background: u.s. Aid 
transparency Commitments 
and Policy 

•

•

•
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ForeignAssistance.gov was launched in 2010 in order to make foreign assis-
tance budget data more accessible to the public.6 It originally included limited 
budget data from the State Department and USAID. By the end of 2011, data 
from the MCC was also published. 

In September 2011, the USG co-launched the OGP, a voluntary, multilateral initia-
tive aimed to “secure concrete commitments from governments to promote 
transparency, empower citizens, fight corruption, and harness new technologies 
to strengthen governance.”7 The first U.S. National Action Plan (NAP)8 included 
a commitment to release and implement government-wide reporting require-
ments for foreign aid, including timely and detailed information on budgets, 
disbursements, and project implementation. These commitments have subse-
quently been repeated and expanded in the second and third NAPs.

In September 2012, the government published the OMB Bulletin on Guidance 
on Collection of U.S. Foreign Assistance Data (12-01).9 The 25-page bulletin set 
forth the information and processes by which foreign assistance information 
must be published by all U.S. agencies. 

As required by its IATI commitment, in December 2012, the U.S. released its first 
IATI implementation schedule,10 outlining its plan for fulfilling the commitments 
made in Busan. 

In May 2013, the White House released an executive order on open data11 and 
an Open Data Policy.12 The executive order, titled “Making Open and Machine 
Readable the New Default for Government Information,” applied to all U.S. 
agencies (not just those involved with foreign assistance), and provided that 
data should be released in open and machine readable formats. 

•

•

•

•

•
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There was a 
wide variance 

in agencies’ 
readiness and 

capacity to 
pub lish their 

data

“1. With the launch of Foreignassistance.gov, the 

 publication of the omb bulletin, and the subsequent  

 commitment to iati, the u.s. adopted a “whole of 

 government” approach to publishing aid data. 

When ForeignAssistance.gov was launched in December 2010, the goal was to 
create a website that provided information on what the U.S. government as a whole 
spent on foreign assistance. It developed a U.S. standard specifying what data 
would be published, how that data would be defined, and from where the data 
would come. In doing so, it aimed to standardize and aggregate foreign assistance 
data from over 20 U.S. agencies, all of which published foreign assistance data on 
disparate websites – or not at all.

This “whole of government” approach was subsequently applied to the U.S. com-
mitment to IATI. Agencies were encouraged to submit their data to the ForeignAs-
sistance.gov team – housed in the Foreign Assistance Bureau (F) at the State 
Department – which would then aggregrate the data into one USG submission to 
the IATI registry. In addition to the USG speaking with one voice, this approach 
intended to minimize the work burden on individual agencies, many of which were 
not prepared to publish data using the IATI standard. Agencies were encouraged to 
submit their data using the U.S. standard to ForeignAsstance.gov, and the For-
eignAssistnace.gov team would then aggregate and convert the data to the IATI 
standard. The “whole of government” approach had been applied to many of Presi-
dent Obama’s foreign assistance initiatives – including Feed the Future, Partnership 
for Growth, and Power Africa – in order to ensure coordination across USG foreign 
assistance agencies. 

This approach was not universally supported when it came to data transpar-
ency, however. There was a wide variance in agencies’ readiness and capacity 
to publish their data. By insisting on a whole of government approach, those 
agencies that were ready to publish quickly – such as the MCC – were actively 
discouraged from doing so. “They didn’t want [the MCC] to get out ahead of 
the whole government,” said one interview respondent from the USG. Publish 
What You Fund argued, “Governments that have several aid agencies should 
not wait until the slowest mover is ready to publish. Instead, start publishing 
to IATI what is already at hand. Other agencies will learn a great deal from the 

key Decisions, 
Constraints, and milestones
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The Index 
created pres-
sure and  
accountability 
on individual 
agencies that 
was otherwise 
lacking

“ experience. … Where countries have multiple aid-spending components, let 
leaders lead.” 

The whole of government approach also reduced individual agencies’ account-
ability. The U.S. IATI implementation plan, released in November 2012, set targets 
for the entire USG, without specifying which agencies would release which data 
by which date. Individual agencies thus had no metric by which they – or others 
– could hold themselves accountable. Similarly, the fact that agencies were discour-
aged from publishing their own data on their websites made it harder for the public 
to track the comprehensiveness or quality of data released by any given agency. 

Finally, until 2014, ForeignAssistance.gov published in a schema different than 
IATI. The multiple conversion process from the U.S. standard to the IATI standard 
duplicated efforts, disempowered agencies that had the capacity and interest to 
publish to the IATI standard themselves, and had a negative effect on data quality. 
Every time data has to be reorganized to fit a new set of definitions, categories, or 
standards (often referred to as “crosswalking” data), it potentially loses meaning, 
tracability, and even accuracy. The more agency-specific data is manipulated from 
its original form – in this case first to fit the U.S. standard and then again to fit the 
IATI standard – the greater the risk to data quality. 

2. Publish What You Fund’s aid transparency index 

 held individual usG agencies to account.

When asked what civil society advocacy techniques were most effective, nearly all 
government and civil society respondents mentioned the Aid Transparency Index: 
“The Aid Transparency Index is the most effective civil society effort to get the U.S. 
government agencies to take action to make aid data more transparent,” said one 
civil society respondent. A government respondent agreed, “The Index is great in 
raising awareness and pulling in leadership’s attention and resources.” 

Part of the power of the Aid Transparency Index (“Index”) is that it assesses individu-
al agencies, rather than the USG as a whole. This created pressure and accountability 
on individual agencies that was otherwise lacking. Indeed, the Index seems to create 
a major incentive for many implementers: over two-thirds of survey respondents 
rated the Index as a significant or major incentive for aid transparency efforts. 
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Respondent also praised the Index for creating a deadline every year; one noted 
that the Board of his NGO only checked in on IATI implementation efforts in the 
weeks before the Index release. “It’s a constant reminder every year that these 
governments have made commitments,” noted one civil society advocate. 

The Index is more than just an accountability tool, however. One government 
respondent noted that the Index helped prioritize among IATI’s many fields, based 
on stakeholder consultation with partner country end users, which was information 
agencies didn’t necessarily have. In addition, Publish What You Fund staff engaged 
with agency staff and offered technical support, including through an on-line 
“tracker” tool. This allowed agencies an opportunity to correct and improve their 
data each year prior to the release of rankings. 

For all these reasons, over three-fourths of survey respondents stated their score 
on the Index made it easier to strengthen aid data transparency internally. Similarly, 
respondents rated five different types of civil society efforts and, while all of them 
were rated as having some positive impact, the Index was rated as having the most:

However, concerns were voiced by multiple respondents about the Index’s method-
ology and focus. Specifically, several stakeholders noted that the Index is too limited 
and the indicators used don’t cover the wide array of transparency efforts underway 
in a number of agencies and organizations. As such, it risks incentivizing very specific 
transparency efforts (i.e. agencies “play to the test”) and discourages others (“[Un-
scored] efforts are questioned internally and then halted or limited.”) Some felt the 
comparisons across donors were not fair because they compare very large agencies 
with a great deal of data to very small agencies with comparatively less data. 

to WHAt extent DiD tHese eFFoRts imPACt YouR tRAnsPARenCY eFFoRts?
1 = very negative impact; 3 = no impact; 5 = very positive impact

Critical pieces on 
your agency/
US progress

Coordination 
efforts such as 
NGO Aid Map

Information on 
the benefits of 
transparency

Technical 
assistance

Advocacy efforts like
“Aid Transparency 

Index”

5
4.8
4.6
4.4
4.2

4
3.8
3.6
3.4
3.2

3
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There were concerns that Publish What You Fund’s evolving methodology has re-
sulted in “the goal posts moving” as agencies worked to improve their score on the 
Index. Some feared this was actively discouraging agencies in their implementation 
efforts. There were related concerns that the Index encouraged a single-minded fo-
cus on improving scores or ranking, rather than pursuing aid transparency because 
it is actually useful to internal or external stakeholders. 

Others noted that even progress on the Index was not necessarily that mean-
ingful in the larger scheme of transparency efforts. One civil society advocate 
noted that improvement in scores does not necessarily link to real world impact. 
“If USAID gets a 20% higher score, does that translate into their aid being 20% 
better in some way?” 

3. the 2011 commitment to publish to iati was not 

 accompanied by iati management plans, strategies 

 or  system upgrades. 

Following the USG commitment to publish to IATI, progress was slow largely due to 
the following constraints to publishing aid data:

• stRuCtuRes WeRe not in PlACe to ensuRe leADeRsHiP AnD   
 ACCountAbilitY 

Prior to the publication of the OMB bulletin, the White House’s Office of Science and 
Technology – which doesn’t otherwise have a role in foreign assistance but does 
work with data transparency and related technology – and the NSC co-chaired an 
Interagency Policy Committee (IPC) on Foreign Aid Transparency. The IPC provided 
high-level guidance and oversaw the OMB Bulletin negotiations, but did not contin-
ue meeting after the Bulletin was published. As a consequence, most respondents 
felt there was little oversight or guidance provided from the White House or any 
other coordinating body on agencies’ implementation of USG commitments, leaving 
agencies to fend for themselves. “When the USG makes a big commitment like [the 
one made at Busan] and no one knows how to pull it off, they really need a technical 
lead who knows how to pull it off. Otherwise it just turns to politics,” said one USG 
respondent, recalling the lack of central coordination and leadership and the knock 
on effects of agencies trying to manage among themselves. 
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Transparency, 
while good, 

was never as 
pressing as 
everything 

else.

“

This issue was exacerbated by the fact that most agencies’ management did 
not prioritize implementation of the commitments. While many felt there was 
political support at the highest levels and dedicated staff level champions, most 
advocates, and some implementers, noted that there was a “missing middle” in 
terms of management to push implementation efforts. In addition, data trans-
parency efforts were usually an extra duty for both management and staff – an 
extra set of tasks on top of their day jobs. As a result, efforts to meet IATI and 
OGP commitments were often delayed as other more urgent priorities arose. 

“Look, everyone basically agreed that aid transparency is good,” summed up 
one civil society advocate, “it just was never as pressing as everything else.” 
And without an interagency leader or coordinator, engaged management, or 
full time staff dedicate to implementation efforts, it remained non-pressing.

• it took mAnY YeARs FoR most AgenCies to DeveloP DetAileD   
 stRAtegies FoR imPlementAtion 

The USG decision to sign up to IATI was not followed by a strategy to imple-
ment. The first U.S. IATI implementation schedule, released in December 2012, 
set implementation targets for the USG but did not specify individual agency 
goals. Publish What You Fund called the schedule “unambitious” and noted that, 
despite its lack of ambition, the targets were still unlikely to be met without a 
significant increase in data publication from the State Department, which, at 
that point, had only published minimal budget data. 

Individual agencies generally did not release strategies and/or costed man-
agement plans for many years – and some still have not. In 2015, USAID finally 
released a detailed cost-management plan, which paved the way for requesting 
additional resources, laid out a phased approach to releasing data, and detailed 

WHen tHe Commitments 
WeRe mADe, DiD 
oRgAnizAtions HAve 
suFFiCient leADeRsHiP 
AnD PolitiCAl Will? 

Implementers

Advocates

Yes No Somewhat

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%
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The largest 
impediment to 
publishing IATI 
data were the 
data manage-
ment systems

“ toP tHRee issues WitH DAtA mAnAgement sYstems

Data management systems don’t store the right data for iAti   
standard.

“Our internal management information systems are weak and this makes 
data collection more manual and therefore expensive and time consum-
ing and prone to errors.” 

“The requested data is not housed in corporate systems.” 

Data management systems were not designed for iAti reporting.

“Our antiquated systems, which focus on accounting, limit the data that 
can be collected or managed. System improvements are sought by 
some but resisted by others because accounting systems should not be 
re-purposed or overburdened as project management systems. There 
is currently no committed budget for small accounting or procurement 
system improvements, and no broader discussion on development of a 
new system. Even if leadership chose the upgrade approach, there is very 
limited budgetary support from the Congress for IT systems.”

“[One key issue was the] inability to link financial data to the entire cycle 
of a project and its results, because of fragmented systems, different 
protocols and standards, and incomplete data. We’re still working on 
this. [We are] opening up data from systems that were designed to be 
internal managerial systems.”

“[We struggled with the] lack of technical tools to create IATI. We had to 
increase technical resources to build an IATI-compliant ‘generator’.” 

there are multiple systems that must be bridged to meet iAti standards.

“The ... big issue is that the data systems that do exist don’t talk to each 
other.”

“[One key issue was the] technical challenge of fragmented and incom-
plete data across multiple source systems. This has still not been resolved.”

1.

•

•

2.

•

•

•

3.

•

•
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specific steps and targets for each phase. State has undertaken a study of 
their systems, but key decisions about system upgrades or processes remain. 
Too many agencies still do not have a plan that outlines in detail the resources, 
steps, and targets needed to fulfil the IATI commitments.

•  most DAtA mAnAgement sYstems WeRe not DesigneD to 
 PublisH DAtA exteRnAllY 

The largest impediment to publishing IATI data were the data management 
systems. Many of the systems that are being used to collect, process, or 
publish aid data were not initially designed for such purposes. In some cases, 
the process involved multiple data systems, which were not compatible or 
which each housed only fragmented data. In some instances, the needed 
system didn’t exist at all or didn’t house the required data. Many agencies and 
organizations expressed the need to overhaul or upgrade systems in order to 
meet the requirements. Some upgrades have been successfully completed but 
many have not. 

• oveR time, usAiD AnD tHe stAte DePARtment CReAteD Dueling   
 Websites 

Prior to 2010, USAID was the primary publisher of aggregated U.S. aid data. 
For several decades it had been responsible for compiling annual U.S. data on 
foreign assistance obligations in the Green Book and to the OECD DAC. U.S. 
foreign-assistance agencies would manually gather the requested data and sub-
mit it to USAID, which would then carefully vet it. The data was also published 
on two different USAID websites with only limited visualization tools. 

When ForeignAssistance.gov was launched in 2010, it originally served a very 
different role. It began as a tool to help stakeholders visualize the annual Con-
gressional Budget Justification for State and USAID, which had previously only 
been available in a PDF format. 

Over time, however, the scope of ForeignAssistance.gov broadened to include 
data from additional foreign assistance agencies, as well as both backwards look-
ing data on obligations and disbursements, as well as forward looking data on 
planned budgets. In 2011, ForeignAssistance.gov also took on the responsibility 
for publishing IATI data for the whole USG. This meant collecting a lot more data 
fields on a quarterly rather than an annual basis. It was quickly determined that 
this could not be done manually. Instead, agencies began to pull data from their 



Friends oF Publish What You Fund15

own financial management systems, which – as discussed above – were never 
designed for this purpose, and report it to ForeignAssistace.gov. 

In 2015, USAID’s old websites, which presented Green Book and OECD/DAC data 
for the U.S., were combined into the “Foreign Aid Explorer” with enhanced data 
visualization tools. The new website looked remarkably similar to ForeignAssistance.
gov: both displayed similar looking maps, both allowed users to look at obligations 
for a number of fiscal years, both claimed to be covering all of USG assistance, and 
both let users break aid information down by country or by sector. However, they 
gathered their data in different ways. USAID continued to gather data through an 
annual data call to all executive agencies that either fund or implement foreign as-
sistance and then carefully vet the data. ForeignAssistance.gov relies on agencies 
to report on a quarterly basis and do not vet the data before publication. 

These different methods lead to inconsistent data. As shown in one example 
below, there are large discrepancies between the vetted, manual data on US-
AID’s Foreign Aid Explorer and the data on ForeignAssistance.gov. This raises 
serious questions about data accuracy and completeness. The Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) recently released a detailed report on these web-
sites, focusing primarily on the data quality of ForeginAssistance.gov. One of its 
primary findings is “ForeignAssistance.gov is not transparent about data limita-
tions, and data are not updated annually to ensure quality.”13 

There are large 
discrepancies 
between 
the data on  
USAID’s 
Foreign Aid 
Explorer and 
Foreign-
Assistance.gov

DAtA As oF sePtembeR 22, 2016

FY14 obligations

•	 Tanzania
•	Kazakhstan
•	Colombia

•	Peace	and	Security	
  (State category)
•	Conflict	Prevention	and	
  Resolution, Peace and Security 
 (USAID category)

•	Democracy,	Human	Rights,		
 and Governance (S)
•		Government	and	Civil	
 Society, General (U)

•		Humanitarian	Assistance	(S)	
•		Emergency	Response	(U)

FoReignAssistAnCe.gov
(stAte DePARtment)

$36 billion

$694 million
$87 million
$284 million

$2.5 billion

$1.1 billion

$7 billion

FoReign AiD exPloReR
(usAiD)

$43 billion

$589 million
$192 million
$560 million

$6.36 billion

$7.7 billion 

$6.15 billion

“
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If IATI data were
complete, ac-

curate, and 
timely, it would 
meet the needs 

of recipient 
governments 

“4. there were insufficient attempts to ensure that    

 published data were useful and useable to potential   

 data users. 

The vast majority of interview respondents stated they were not aware of people 
using the public data available on ForeignAssistance.gov or IATI. This was primarily 
due to concerns about the following:

• tHe DAtA PublisHeD WAs not meAsuRing tHe RigHt tHings 
 oR going into enougH DetAil

Prior to the creation of the IATI standard, there were consultations on data needs, 
particularly with partner countries. These needs tended to be described together. 
Advocates of aid transparency often discussed the benefits to all potential end 
users: donors would use it for planning and coordination; recipient governments 
would use it for budget planning and prioritization; and advocates would use it 
to hold governments accountable. Similarly, implementers published data and 
designed websites without sufficient thought about the intended audiences. 
Recently, however, both advocates and donors have realized that different end 
users need different types of data, as well as different data tools. There is now an 
increased emphasis on determining the specific audiences for data, their unique 
needs, and their capacity to absorb the data once it is published. 

In 2014-2015, USAID conducted three country pilot assessments14 that aimed 
to determine what types of data partner governments currently use, what data 
civil society uses in those countries, what additional data the government and 
civil society would like, what data management tools are currently utilized, and 
the capacity to use data by local stakeholders. They then determined whether 
these needs are – or could be – met by ForeignAssistance.gov or IATI, as well as 
soliciting stakeholder feedback on those tools. They generally found that if IATI 
data were complete, accurate, and timely, it would meet the needs of recipient 
governments. However, right now it is none of those things, so governments 
rely on gathering data manually from individual donors. 

• tHe DAtA WeRe not ComPlete, ACCuRAte, oR timelY enougH 
While ForeignAssistance.gov publishes agency data when it is received and ready 
to be posted, the completeness of the agency data sets are not clearly marked. 
Thus data users may unknowingly be using inaccurate and incomplete data – or 
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avoiding the data altogether due to concerns about its incompleteness. The Forei-
gnAssistance.gov vs. Foreign Aid Explorer example provided above suggests the 
concerns about incompleteness or inaccuracy are valid.15 Users also expressed 
concerns that the data was too old or that it was not possible to tell when the 
data were published. 

•  tHe DAtA WeRe too teCHniCAl to use (PARtiCulARlY iAti xml DAtA) 
Not many people – even among statisticians and economists – are familiar with 
utilizing raw xml data. “It’s machine-readable, not human readable,” noted more 
than one respondent in regards to the IATI xML data. This serves as another sub-
stantive hurdle to data use. Many called for better tools and apps to visualize data. 

“The release of GPS data is commonly cited as a major success story of the publica-
tion of USG data,” noted one USG respondent, “but If the U.S. released all the satel-
lite data that now drives the GPS systems in our cars, and there was no app, people 
would ask ‘Why did you release all this data? There is no demand for this data. 
What are people going to do with this data?’ Without an app, there is no demand.”

To date, there have been some efforts to make aid data – and IATI data specifically 
– more user-friendly through data portals and visualization tools. Along with the 
beta version of ForeignAssistance.gov, a number of NGOs have made progress 
in displaying data-driven maps to allow people to visualize their projects. 
Oxfam Novib has Atlas (https://atlas.oxfamnovib.nl), Cordaid has the CORDAID 
dashboard (www.cordaid.org/en/open-data-dashboard), and InterAction has the 
NGO Aid Map (www.ngoaidmap.org). In addition, initial efforts have been made 
to make the IATI data itself more accessible with the “D-portal” (www.d-portal.org), 

WHY sHoulD PublisHing AiD tRAnsPARenCY be An iteRAtive PRoCess? 
Numerous implementers noted that there is a strong element of “learning 
through doing” when it comes to publishing aid data. Problems are uncovered 
– and subsequently fixed – during implementation. Data errors and discrepan-
cies are discovered once they are posted. One NGO implementer noted that 
once they posted their first tranche of data, their colleagues began reaching 
out to point out errors and missing data. It was challenging to vet the data 
thoroughly when it was simply on internal spreadsheets but once it was online, 
the interest in accuracy and accountability increased dramatically. 



hoW Can data revolutionize develoPment? 18

IATI modi-
fications 

combined 
with donor 

commitments 
allow for 

significant 
improvements 

in tracking 
humani tarian 

assistance

“a website that allows users to search by country or donor to see where aid comes 
from and where it goes. However, these tools are still limited, in part due to the 
incomplete data underpinning them.

•  tHe DAtA Does not join uP oR tRACk otHeR imPoRtAnt 
 DeveloPment FunDs 

In order to make IATI data more useful to stakeholders in recipient countries – 
both from a coordination and an allocation perspective – foreign aid flows need 
to be aligned with their own country budgets. After years of work, and the ap-
proval of additional DAC sector codes, this alignment is now possible. The chal-
lenge now is to implement. 

Another gap is the lack of IATI data related to humanitarian assistance. Anec-
dotes abound on poorly coordinated aid that potentially cost lives and could 
have been avoided with better data. “In December 2015, 60 out of 80 beds at a 
newly-constructed Ebola clinic in Sierra Leone were not being used because of 
a lack of staff,” reported the Center for Global Analysis. Traction to fill this hole in 
the data got a boost from the World Humanitarian Summit in May 2016, where a 
variety of key actors – including the USG – agreed to a “Grand Bargain”, includ-
ing commitments to publish their humanitarian aid to IATI within two years. IATI 
recently modified its standard to allow organizations to mark their activities as 
humanitarian and tag them to specific crises and sectors. These modifications 
combined with donor commitments have set the stage for significant improve-
ments in tracking humanitarian assistance. 

5. Pressure from civil society helped ensure efforts progressed. 

Both the interviews and the survey data suggests civil society played an important 
role in promoting aid transparency initiatives. The majority of agency staff respon-
sible for implementing IATI said that encouragement from civil society or the public 
was one of the primary motivations for making aid data public. Similarly, when asked 
to rate the extent to which efforts from civil society influenced their agencies’ efforts 
to make aid data more transparent, 60% of respondents rated it a 4 or 5 (on a scale 
of 1 – 5 with 1 being “not an influence” and 5 being “a major influence.) 

However, many implementers expressed frustration that advocates often under-
estimate the scope and costs of transparency efforts. “[It is] less helpful to have too 
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Advocates 
that publish 
their own data 
are often seen 
as more 
credible 

“ many opinion pieces not understanding the details of how hard it is for agencies to 
change given limited resources,” said one USG implementer. Another agreed, “[It’s] 
least helpful [when civil society shows a] lack of understanding or desire to under-
stand the challenges.” Conversely, MFAN was recognized as helpful by one respond-
ent due to their “deep understanding of the budget process, USAID systems and 
processes, and the political landscape under which the Agency is operating.”

One way advocates can address these issues is by making their own data public us-
ing the IATI standard. Respondents from NGOs that publish their own data say they 
are stronger advocates because they understand the challenges but also know how 
to work towards solutions. Implementers agree that advocates that publish their 
own data are often seen as more credible and more helpful. In addition to cred-
ibility, publishing their own data has the potential to assist in internal coordination 
among NGO confederations, where the decentralized nature makes it difficult to 
track what other members of the confederation are doing.

Implementers want civil society to encourage data use. “I do wish civil society groups 
would show us how it is useful for development effectiveness – actually using the 
data,” said one implementer. Another agreed, “Make sure the open data initiative is 
not just for transparency’s sake, but that the data be treated as an asset.” In this vein, 
the work of Development Gateway, including its work with recipient governments on 
importing and using IATI data, including through aid management systems, came up 
several times as an example of helpful steps towards increased data use. 

The OGP also serves as a venue for government and civil society to work togeth-
er to improve aid transparency. Through the U.S. national action plans – devel-
oped in partnership between the USG and civil society – specific commitments 
have been made to increasing U.S. openness and transparency. The most recent 
U.S. national action plan, released in October 2015, made further commitments 
to improve the quality of foreign assistance data and build increased demand 
for the data. These national action plans and progress are routinely assessed 
through OGP’s Independent Reporting Mechanism reports.16 The most recent 
IRM report17 deems U.S. progress towards foreign assistance transparency as 
“limited” and describes the data on ForeignAssistance.gov as low quality and 
incomplete. The gap between the increasingly strong commitments made in 
the U.S. national action plans and the relatively critical assessments in the IRM 
report point to a need for increased accountability to ensure OGP commitments 
are fulfilled. 
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Agencies 
should decide 

what efforts 
and outcomes 

are most im-
portant for 

their aid trans-
parency and 

effectiveness 
goals

“lesson learned #1: the decision for a “whole of govern­

ment” approach to publishing to iati slowed progress.
 
While there is logic and value to aggregating all foreign assistance data into 
one USG website – providing stakeholders with a one-stop shop to understand 
what the entire government is doing in foreign assistance in a consistent man-
ner – the reality is that it slowed progress and negatively affected data quality. 
It prevented agencies that were ready to push ahead from innovating, experi-
menting, learning, and then sharing their experiences with other agencies. It 
also reduced accountability of individual agencies to come up with strategies 
for implementation, release targets they could be held against, and publish 
agency-specific data in a way that would allow data users to assess both the 
comprehensiveness and quality of that agencies’ data. The decision to have 
ForeignAssistance.gov be the only entity that could publish to the IATI Registry 
also slows publication, lessens agency ownership of the quality of their data, 
and reduces the usefulness of the IATI data, as end users don’t know to which 
agency the data belongs. 

lesson learned #2: the aid transparency index played a 

vital role in incentivizing and assisting progress made by 

individual agencies, yet agencies also need to decide inde­

pendently what efforts best meet their business model 

and goals. 
 
The Index created the accountability structure that was missing in the whole of 
government approach to publishing aid data. It created pressure on individual 
agencies to publish more comprehensive and better quality IATI data in a timely 
manner, while also providing some technical assistance. However, the Index is 
just one measurement of transparency and agencies should decide what efforts 
and outcomes are most important for their aid transparency and effectiveness 
goals. In moving forward with its current methodology review, Publish What You 
Fund should also review whether its Index is measuring actions and outputs that 
are the most relevant to both data producers and data consumers. 

lessons learned
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Without 
senior White 
House leader-
ship holding 
agencies 
accountable, 
“we had very 
few carrots... 
and even 
fewer sticks.” 

“ lesson learned #3: senior, central leadership and 

accountable staff are needed to ensure progress. 

After an initial push to make commitments to aid transparency through the Open 
Government Partnership and IATI, the White House significantly stepped back 
from any role of either coordinating agencies’ efforts or holding them account-
able for progress. Although there were interagency groups at both the work-
ing level and the senior level, the latter met infrequently after Busan and rarely 
pushed agencies to honor their commitments. As one respondent from the 
staff-level working group noted, without senior White House leadership holding 
agencies accountable, “we had very few carrots . . . and even fewer sticks. Nag-
ging agencies [to submit data] only gets you so far.” The lack of an effective, 
centralized interagency coordinator was exacerbated by the fact there were few 
full-time managers or staff dedicated to publishing aid data in the agencies. It 
was usually an additional task on top of their existing portfolios. As such, other 
competing priorities often took precedence. 

lesson learned #4: in the immediate aftermath of the  

transparency commitments, constraints were not identified 

and strategies to overcome them were not developed. 

In the months – and sometimes years – that followed the IATI commitments in 
Busan, many agencies did not put cost-management plans in place to outline 
the needed resources, skills, targets or timelines to fulfill the commitments. This 
meant that when constraints were uncovered, they often seemed insurmount-
able, further postponing progress. 
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The U.S. should 
prioritize its 
data needs, 

reconcile the 
dashboards 

and then 
explain its 

choices

“lesson learned #5: data management systems in most 

agencies do not have the capacity to report accurate, 

complete, or timely data to the iati standard. 

Inadequate data management systems were the number one constraint that 
served as a long-term hurdle to progress for many agencies. Without cost-
management plans in place to address technological constraints, many agencies 
attempted to pull, organize, and publish data manually. The limited capacity of 
data management systems also had profoundly negative impacts on data quality, 
as is evident by the Index assessment over many years. 

Additionally, insufficient attention was paid to data input. Often times the staff 
entering the data into the systems were not given specific instructions or train-
ing on data definitions, data quality control, or intended data use and publication. 
In many cases, data inputters were unaware that the data would even be made 
public, much less aggregated across systems or agencies, which meant little  
effort was put into ensuring the data was accessible and comprehensible to a 
wider audience. 

lesson learned #6: dueling usaid and state dashboards 

reveal data quality issues. 

As explored in great detail in the GAO report on ForeignAssistance.gov, the fact 
that USAID and State dashboards contain significant data discrepancies highlights 
data quality issues that need to be either reconciled or publically explained. While 
each dashboard was initially created to serve its own purpose, they have evolved 
into very similar dashboards and now – at least to the user community – appear 
to be duplicative efforts. Although they serve marginally different purposes and 
prioritize different trade-offs (primarily accuracy versus speed), the apparent dupli-
cation of effort strains already thin resources and confuses end users who assume 
the data discrepancies mean neither dashboards’ data can be trusted. In going 
forward, the USG should prioritize its data needs, reconcile the dashboards to meet 
those needs, and better explain to the public the choices it made and the knock-on 
effects to data quality and completeness. 
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Work is 
needed to 
ensure data 
publishers are 
considering 
their likely data 
users and data 
needs

“ Reconciling the dashboards will likely force some difficult choices about how to 
ensure data is both timely (as currently prioritized by State’s quarterly updates) 
and accurate (as currently prioritized by USAID’s careful vetting of annual data). 
In order to achieve both objectives, the reconciled website will likely need to rely 
on improved data management systems that can automatically pull key data, as 
well as increased quality control from staff entering the data into the manage-
ment systems. In the short-term, this will likely require prioritizing a subset of the 
most important data, ensuring staff are trained on how to vet the data prior to 
input, and designing systems that can publish the data quarterly without addi-
tional manual interventions. 

lesson learned #7: specific data users need to be identified 

and their needs assessed. 

While the USAID country pilot studies were a good step, additional follow-up work 
is needed to ensure data publishers are considering their likely data users and data 
needs. The USG and civil society advocates both have a role in understanding data 
demands and in building capacity for data use. The financial data needed for inter-
nal accounting purposes within an agency, for example, is very likely different than 
the project data needed by stakeholders in recipient countries who want to plan 
and allocate their own resources and for citizens to hold their own governments 
accountable. 

lesson learned #8: data quality and accessibility drives 

data use. 

Although improvements to data quality and data use will continue to be both 
intertwined and iterative, the clear message from stakeholders is that until data 
sets are believed to be relatively complete and accurate, their use will be minimal; 
a critical mass of quality data is needed before an uptake in use can be expected. 
Additionally, complete and accurate data also needs to be accessible. Websites, 
data visualization tools, and data apps are needed to help users explore the 
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Until data sets 
are believed

to be rela tively 
complete and 
accurate, their 

use will be 
minimal

“data, ask specific questions, and get visuals that help them make sense of large, 
technical datasets. The importance of promoting data use is recognized globally, 
including by the Board of IATI and Member’s Assembly, which recently approved 
a strategic direction18 for IATI. Promoting data use was the first recommendation 
and was described as “critical to the suitability of the initiative.” 

lesson learned #9: Civil society advocates are most 

effective when they strike the right balance between put­

ting pressure on implementers and understanding of the 

challenges they face.

Civil society advocates are largely perceived as a driving force in making aid data 
more transparent. They ensured the issue became mainstream, put constant pres-
sure on agencies for progress, and offered some technical assistance to help imple-
menters, all of which helped to drive progress. Constructive engagement in helping 
to solve the real constraints implementers face – such as working to improve the 
standard as well as ensuring that necessary resources are available – is also critical. 
Civil society actors that publish their own data often strike this balance best and 
are seen as more credible and helpful advocates as a result. 



Meeting these various 
commitments has  
entailed significant 
effort, has proven 
to be more difficult 
than many originally 
thought, and has been 
slower to realize than 
transparency advo-
cates had hoped.

To increase the speed 
and likelihood that the 
U.S. will meet its aid data 
commitments, there 
needs to be a better bal-
ance between the central 
leadership’s responsibility 
for coordination and  
accountability and agen-
cies’ autonomy to imple-
ment and publish data.



The U.S. is a leader in 
global development.  
It now needs to  
become a leader in 
data driven decision-
making so that the 
U.S. is stronger, more 
accountable, and more 
effective in supporting 
global development.
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There is near 
universal con-
sensus that 
progress has 
been made 
over the past 
decade

“ A great deal of progress has been made over the past decade. The commitments 
by the Bush and Obama Administrations to aid transparency, including the critical 
step to publish to IATI, were important and commendable. The 2016 Index showed 
how far U.S. agencies have come since 2011, but also demonstrated the work 
remaining. Aid transparency has now become both a norm and a necessary tool for 
more effective development.
 
“We have more momentum now than ever before,” stated one NGO advocate, 
noting that the Sustainable Development Goals and data revolution have created 
a demand for data and pushed the conversation past transparency as a normative 
value into data as a crucial tool to get work done. “There has been tremendous 
progress over the past 8 years.”

“Aid transparency has come a long way in the last 6-7 years. It went from be-
ing almost an unknown term within policy circles to a well discussed agenda 
item and included in important policy documents within USG. This effort 
should be recognized and praised.” – NGO Implementer

Others agreed: “The amount of information collected, the amount made public, 
the ease of accessing it, has been a revolution since 2010,” said one advocate and 
another agreed, “At this point [finishing the job] is low hanging-fruit.”

Respondents overwhelming singled out MCC as a leader in transparency efforts, 
with many also noting that USAID has improved dramatically over the years 
and now is also doing relatively well. Plan International USA, Oxfam America, 
InterAction, MFAN, and Publish What You Fund were mentioned by multiple 
respondents as strong players on the civil society side. The Department of  
Defense was repeatedly mentioned as performing poorly on the aid transpar-
ency commitments, whereas Treasury and the State Department were given 
mixed reviews.

There were several factors that seemed to drive the success of leading publish-
ers. The first was a management team and organizational culture that valued 
and prioritized transparency as a critical component of their work. Transpar-
ency was viewed as mission critical. Some publishers, such as MCC and Plan 
International USA, also understood the value that this data brings to their 

Recommendations



hoW Can data revolutionize develoPment? 28

However, 
there is still 
much to be 

done

“internal management. A second important factor was connecting policy staff 
with technical and management staff and giving them the time and resources 
to make a plan, including identifying constraints and determining how to over-
come them. In some cases, this might also include bringing in additional techni-
cal assistance with comparative expertise. Finally, it is worth noting that smaller 
agencies or organizations with less data and fewer data systems may also have 
an easier task. 

Although some agencies have successfully overcome some hurdles, significant 
challenges remain. The lack of high quality and comprehensive data sets, inad-
equate data management systems, insufficient funds and staff time, and lack of 
prioritization were mentioned repeatedly in both the survey responses and inter-
views. The remainder of this report will focus on tangible recommendations to 
continue building on the success to date and overcome the ongoing hurdles many 
implementers face.

1. ensure data comprehensiveness and quality 

As mentioned above, a great deal of progress has been made the past decade and 
many U.S. agencies have some aid data posted online. However, in order for the 
data to be useful to most stakeholders, it needs to be comprehensive, comparable, 
open, and timely. This means the first focus must be doubling down on efforts to 
date to get the data published. 

• RequiRe AgenCies to PublisH 
The recent passage of the Foreign Assistance Transparency and Account-
ability Act19 – after five years of negotiations – codifies some efforts underway 
in regards to aid transparency. Advocates both inside and outside the govern-
ment should use this law as another tool to achieve complete, accurate, and 
timely data, starting with active participation in the writing of the guidance that 
will come from OMB. 

• inCentivize tRAnsPARenCY ACRoss imPlementing PARtneRs –   
 botH ngos AnD ContRACtoRs 

Building on USAID’s Open Data Policy20 of 2014 that requires implement-
ing partners to publish datasets generated with USAID funding, the USG 
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Civil society
advocates 
should lead by 
example and 
publish their 
own data to 
the IATI 
Standard

“ should encourage its aid grantees and contractors to publish to IATI, which 
will substantially increase the available IATI information. Short of following 
DFID’s directive of requiring recipients to publish to IATI as a condition, the 
USG could incentivize publication. When scoring proposals among potential 
implementing partners, for example, the USG could assign additional points to 
implementers who commit to publishing their data using the IATI format. This 
would reward NGOs and contractors for the difficult – but important – effort 
of making their aid data public and incentivize other implementers to do the 
same. Civil society, contractors, and the USG should also build upon the tech-
nical work underway to ensure the traceability of aid as it moves from donors 
to various implementing partners.

•  leAD bY exAmPle 
Regardless of donor scoring, however, civil society advocates should lead 
by example and publish their own data to the IATI standard. Doing so makes 
them more credible advocates, increases their own transparency, and opens 
the door to using their own data for planning and coordinating purposes. 

 

2. Create management and incentive structures for 

 success 

In order to increase the speed and likelihood of fulfilling the OGP and IATI com-
mitments – as well as meeting the many domestic reporting requirements – there 
needs to be a better balance between central leadership’s responsibility for coordi-
nation and accountability and agencies’ autonomy to implement and publish data. 
 
•  ensuRe CentRAl leADeRsHiP FRom nsC oR omb 

No single agency can hold other agencies accountable for publishing their 
foreign assistance data in a comprehensive and timely manner. Accountabil-
ity needs to come from a central leadership body such as the NSC or OMB. 
In addition, agencies currently face multiple, non-aligned data reporting 
requirements, many of which have different definitions of foreign assistance. 
Leadership is needed to help agencies prioritize among these, as well as to 
assist in streamlining and aligning reporting requirements when possible.
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The different 
definitions of 
foreign assis-
tance further 

complicate 
the existing 

hurdles to 
publishing aid 

data 

“WHAt is “FoReign AssistAnCe?” 
It depends who you ask. The definition and categorization of foreign assistance 
varies across the USG’s own internal reporting requirements and guidance, 
including varying definitions in the OMB Bulletin (12-01), the Digital Account-
ability and Transparency Act (DATA act), the Government Performance and 
Results Act – Modernization Act of 2010, the Foreign Assistance Transparency 
Act, and the Standardized Program Structure and Definitions. These differ-
ences further complicate the existing hurdles to the publication of aid data. 

 
•  enCouRAge AgenCY-sPeCiFiC ACCountAbilitY AnD PRogRess 

While central leadership is needed to help coordinate and hold agencies account-
able, increased agency autonomy is also needed to ensure agencies build and 
capitalize on their own momentum. Individual agencies should be encouraged by 
the NSC or OMB to publish both their own implementation strategies and their 
own data on their websites. Importantly, agencies that have the capacity to do 
so should publish their own data directly to the IATI Registry, which will positively 
affect data quality, data alignment, and agency ownership of their data. 

•  engAge CongRess 
Congress also has a role to pay in aligning the various data reporting require-
ments, funding data management systems, and prioritizing and following-up on 
aid transparency commitments.

3. ensure strong management of data processes, systems,   

 and human resources 

•  imPRove DAtA mAnAgement sYstems 
Inadequate data management systems are routinely identified as the number 
one hurdle to making aid data public. Current systems do not store the right 
type of data, were not designed to publish externally, and often do not link up in 
a way that allows users to follow money along a complete project chain. While 
some smaller agencies or organizations have been able to pull and publish 
data manually using Excel files, this is neither realistic nor sustainable for most 
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Creating a 
culture of 
data manage-
ment includes 
training,  
encouraging, 
and assessing 
staff

“ U.S. agencies. USAID is currently pursuing a Development Information Solu-
tion (DIS) as part of its plan to become fully IATI compliant. The database will 
automate data consolidation, redaction of personal or sensitive information, 
and conversion to xML for reporting. The transition from manual, Excel based 
solutions to automated database systems will likely be required for most – if 
not all – agencies and many organizations pursuing complete, timely, and ac-
curate data publication. 

it uPgRADes Cost moneY
“It is important to recognize that for the key development agencies to make 
any (more) meaningful progress a fairly major overhaul of information systems 
will be needed. This may be a lengthy and perhaps costly process but unless 
information systems speak to each other, link to each other and can reconcile 
project information with financial transactions then much of the results will be 
limited and probably of not high enough quality.” 

•  CReAte A CultuRe oF DAtA mAnAgement 
Data needs to be entered completely and consistently in real time in order to 
populate websites or data portals. This means staff need to be trained, encour-
aged, and assessed on their data management skills.

•  FunD uPgRADes to DAtA mAnAgement sYstems AnD tRAinings 
Systems like DIS need to be adequately funded and resources must be provided 
to ensure staff are trained on data input and management – with a recognition 
of not just the costs incurred but also the savings (both tangible and more 
intangible). Instead of manually pulling and scrubbing data for multiple report-
ing requirements, staff can “publish once, use often” and then direct their time 
and talents back to delivering development results. 
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Building 
data demand  

includes  
understanding 

user’s needs

“4. Promote data use and usability

•  DeteRmine tHe intenDeD AuDienCes, tHeiR DAtA neeDs, AnD 
 tHe DAtA tools tHeY neeD 

Additional steps are needed to determine exactly who will use aid data, how 
they will use it, and what specific data (and data tools) they need to maximize 
their use. Focus groups, surveys, and pilot studies could all be used to get a 
better sense of who is using the data, as well as who might use the data if it 
better suited their needs. The USG needs to play a role in this effort, including 
involving U.S. missions to a much greater degree. 

•  builD tools to mAke tHe DAtA moRe useFul, inCluDing DAtA
 PoRtAls AnD APPs 

The USG could encourage the development of apps through project funding, 
competitions, or a Grand Challenge. Even just crowd-sourcing the ideas for 
apps would be a positive first step towards the development of tools that allow 
people to use aid data in a way that meets their needs. In addition to portals 
and apps, it is important to think about data use beyond the internet for 
potential data users in developing countries. In these countries, intermediaries 
like journalists or civil society advocates should be encouraged to share data-
backed stories and findings through other forms of media, such as radio, televi-
sion, newspaper, or community meetings. One way to promote this would be to 
include the use of IATI data within various civil society strengthening programs 
and media-focused programs already in place through USAID.

•  builD DemAnD AnD CAPACitY to use DAtA botH inteRnAllY AnD
 exteRnAllY 

As data becomes increasingly more complete and data visualizations and tools 
become increasingly more useful, both the USG and civil society have a role to 
play in outreach to build both the demand and the capacity to use data. These 
outreach/trainings efforts should raise awareness about the existence of the 
data, an understanding of what the data does (and does not) capture, and build 
capacity to use the data. USAID missions should be particularly well placed for 
this role. At the same time, it is important to recognize that building capacity for 
data use is a necessary but insufficient step towards data use. Within govern-
ments and civil society organizations, there also needs to be a policy space that 
encourages – and rewards – data-driven decision making. 
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The more IATI 
data can be 
joined up with 
other data the 
more useful it 
will become 

“ 5.  ensure iati data fits into the broader picture of 

 resource flows

• enCouRAge inteRoPeRAbilitY tHRougH tHe buDget iDentiFieR
 AnD joineD uP DAtA 

One of the benefits of the IATI standard is it is broad and flexible enough to be 
tailored to the needs of different stakeholder communities. With new elements 
and tracking codes added, it can become a better tool for budgeting for recipi-
ent governments. This effort is currently being pursued through Canada and 
Publish What You Fund’s-led budget identifier efforts (www.aidonbudget.org). 
IATI data could be better used to track gender-based data and programming, 
as is being pursued through Data2x.21 It can be joined up with data on other 
financial flows, as was discussed in the Financing for Development conference22 
in Addis Ababa in 2015. The more IATI data can be joined up with other data or 
utilized to track specific development needs and financial flows, the more useful 
it will become. 

•  imPRove HumAnitARiAn AiD DAtA
Donors spent approximately $28 billion on humanitarian assistance in 2015 but 
tracking where it went is incredibly difficult. By focusing on humanitarian aid,23 
the aid transparency community can meet a vital need and also demonstrate 
the crucial nature of aid transparency more broadly. The “Grand Bargain” com-
mitments – which the U.S. joined – provide an important start. The U.S. now 
needs to provide the planning, resources, training, and systems to meets its 
existing commitment to publish its humanitarian aid consistent with the Grand 
Bargain by May 2018. 
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U.S. agencies, 
like MCC, have 

shown that it 
is possible to 
pub lish high 
quality IATI 

data. 

“The U.S. has made significant progress on aid transparency over the past decade, 
even if it has not always been as quick as some advocates or implementers would 
have preferred. Both external advocates and internal champions have poured 
considerable time, energy, and political capital into ensuring progress despite 
political, technical, and technological hurdles. These efforts should be fully 
appreciated.

As the world’s largest bilateral donor, it is important that the U.S. be a leader in 
aid transparency. U.S. agencies, like MCC, have shown that it is possible to publish 
high quality IATI data. It takes leadership that prioritizes transparency efforts, 
including proper data management, and a culture that encourages data use both 
internally and with U.S. partners, with the full participation of civil society. 

By learning from the experiences of the past decade, transparency advocates – 
both within and outside the USG – can work to fully meet the U.S. commitments 
to OGP and Busan and to realize the benefits that transparency can bring to bet-
ter aid outcomes. 

The need for quality aid information becomes even more critical given the signifi-
cant changes underway in development approaches and available resources. The 
rise in private sector finance, philanthropy, and blended financial flows, as well as 
the efforts to provide smarter assistance to emerging economies, are all part of 
the movement to produce better and more sustainable development outcomes. 
The efforts to support Domestic Resource Mobilization, for example, hinge in part 
on the ability to transparently see what a country raises and what it spends. And 
Official Development Assistance, while now a smaller part of the overall picture, is 
still an important development resource, particularly for the lowest income coun-
tries. The emerging political consensus both to improve humanitarian assistance 
as well as to invest in gender equality require better and more comparable data.

Transparency has now become a development norm, and with the work done 
to date, the U.S. is set on the right course. Going forward, through a combina-
tion of smart, targeted policies that deepen existing commitments, the U.S. can 
utilize the full potential of the data revolution by putting high-quality, accessible 
information at the core of its development policies. The U.S. is a leader in global 
development. It now needs to become a leader in data driven decision-making 
so that the U.S. is stronger, more accountable, and more effective in supporting 
global development.

Conclusion



The U.S. has made important 
gains in foreign aid trans parency. 
In order to build upon that pro-
gress and to make the data revo-
lution a central pillar of U.S. global 
development, the U.S. should:

Implement the U.S. commitment 
to publish humanitarian aid data
Invest in gender equality 
through publication of robust 
gender data
Improve U.S. aid transparency for 
stronger U.S. global development

•

•

•	
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