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Making the country strategy into
a strategic tool
Background

The emergence of  country strategies as tools

for aid management reflects a greater concern

with the macro policy environment. In addi-

tion, the move towards partnerships and con-

sensus building involving recipients and other

donors implies that donor agencies develop

tools to manage a more long-term strategic

approach to development co-operation. This

process also provides room for consensus

building within the individual agency con-

cerned.

Sweden introduced Country Strategies for

its co-operation with partner countries in the

mid 1990s. These strategies use a five-year

perspective and are formulated in a process

involving the Ministry for Foreign Affairs,

Sida’s regional and sector departments, the

Swedish embassies and partner country repre-

sentatives (see box).

The question as to whether the country

strategies have indeed become the strategic

tools they were set out to be was brought to the

fore towards the end of  the first strategy peri-

ods. In 2000 an evaluation of  the Country

Strategy for Tanzania was carried out (Sida

Evaluation 00/22, presented in issue 1/01 of

this newsletter). It concluded that the strategy,

although relevant to Swedish objectives and

Tanzanian needs, in part failed to carry its anal-

ysis into a coherent programme responding to

the analysis. This could partly be explained by

the fact that ongoing programmes predated the

strategy and were allowed to continue on the

basis of  sector decisions rather than being

steered by the strategy. The Tanzanian study

was followed by the present evaluation of  the

Country Strategy (1996–2001) for Mozam-

bique, one of  the largest recipients of  Swedish

development co-operation funding.

The Evaluation

The main purpose of  this evaluation, accord-

ing to its Terms of  Reference, was to provide

Sida with an independent view of  the co-ope-

ration to serve as input into the next country

strategy process for Mozambique. Focus was

to be placed on the relevance of  the present

country strategy and the coherence between

the various steering documents. Based on this,

recommendations about how to improve de-

velopment co-operation in the next strategy

period were to be made.

Analysing the strategy formulation process

and the operationalization of  that strategy, the

evaluation focuses on a few crucial issues, in

particular:

• coherence and voice in the formulation

process

• the role of  assumptions about causal links

between objectives and activities

• the use of  the margin – the room for new

decisions during the strategy period

Sweden establishes country strategies

to guide its development co-operation

Under instructions from, and in co-operation

with, the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Sida pre-

pares country strategies in dialogue with the

partner country and other stakeholders. Build-

ing blocks of these strategies are a country

analysis, a results analysis of previous co-opera-

tion and policies formulated in Sida’s Action

Programmes and in Government directives on

Swedish overall objectives for development.

The country programme is developed on the

basis of the country strategy. In Sida the devel-

opment of the strategy involves the regional

department, sector departments and the em-

bassy, with the regional department leading and

co-ordinating the process.

Assumptions and

Partnerships in the

Making of a Country

Strategy. An evaluation of

the Swedish-Mozambican

experience.

Marc Wuyts et al.
Sida Evaluation 01/07.
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The evaluation was mainly carried out in Mo-

zambique, preceded by a desk study in Sweden.

In order to assess how the strategy had been

operationalised, the evaluation team designed a

“country strategy matrix” based on fact sheets

for all projects and programmes. The matrix

contained both quantitative and qualitative

data, making it possible to view projects and

programmes against objectives, assumptions,

intended beneficiaries and results.

In addition, a number of  projects were

chosen as “case studies” to be analysed, not

for their own results, but to give qualitative in-

sights into the country strategy process. The

cases raise issues with respect to various incon-

sistencies and tensions in the operationaliza-

tion of  the strategy.

The evaluation was carried out by a team

of  consultants from Holland, South Africa,

Mozambique and Sweden, and presented by

Marc Wuyts (team leader), Helena Dolny and

Bridget O’Laughlin from the Institute of  So-

cial Studies, Holland. The report is published

under the title “Assumptions and Partnerships in the

Making of  a Country Strategy. An evaluation of  the

Swedish-Mozambican experience.” (Sida Evalua-

tion Report 01/07, Stockholm, August 2001).

Findings
Country strategies are necessary

During fieldwork, the evaluators often en-

countered scepticism about the usefulness of  a

country strategy. The arguments were that a

five-year strategy is an inflexible tool, that new

development co-operation mechanisms in-

volving many donors make a Swedish strategy

redundant and that it is the Mozambican gov-
Figure 1. When negotiating

a programme, the parties

involved need to build

consensus. With circles indi-

cating the spheres of  choices

and acceptable definitions of

relevance for each actor (A-D),

the point of  gravity of  their

intersection indicates where

consensus can be reached and

a platform for action made

feasible. Consensus can be

more or less in line with the

definitions of  relevance used

by each actor.
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ernment, not the donor, that needs a strategy.

However, the evaluation team maintains that

the country strategy process can and should be a

useful instrument for the construction of  de-

velopment co-operation that is both relevant

and coherent.

A strategy is also needed as a basis for ar-

ticulating the organization’s voice and objec-

tives in joint actions, such as when developing

a Sector Wide Approach (SWAp). Consensus

will have a point of  gravity where a balance of

voices is struck (see Figure 1). In order to effec-

tively articulate views and objectives, a strate-

gy is necessary. Likewise a recipient govern-

ment obviously needs a strategy, but even in a

close partnership, Sida will have its own objec-

tives, which need to be formulated and argued

in a strategy.

Furthermore, Sida needs to be flexible in the

sense of  responding to continuously changing

circumstances. Without a strategy there is a

risk that choices made along the way become

individualized or driven by special interests

within the donor organization.

Coherence and voice

The evaluation found that dialogue within the

country strategy process itself  is very limited.

Constructive dialogue is difficult to achieve at

inter-ministerial level. More often, dialogue

takes place at the sector-based programme

level. However, more formal as well as infor-

mal opportunities for dialogue are needed

which include the civil society, representing

the ultimate partners in Mozambique.

According to the evaluation, one of  the

achievements of  the country strategy process

is nevertheless, that it, to a certain degree, has

succeeded in giving a platform to Mozam-

bican voices. This said, the evaluation exa-

mines some problematic aspects of  partner-

ship such as the inequality between donor and

beneficiary and the multitude of  partners.

While examining the process of  formula-

ting the Mozambique country strategy, the

evaluators often uncovered differences in

opinion within Sida, and rather than being

‘consensus seeking’ the evaluators describe the

agency as ‘conflict absorbing’. Disagreements

are not confronted but challenged behind the

scenes and unwanted decisions may be ig-

Assumptions underlying

choices of action need to be
made explicit in order to enable

the exploration of viable
alternatives.
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nored. Differences between the embassy, the

Regional Department for Africa and the sec-

tor departments in Stockholm seem to have

compromised strategy formulation and imple-

mentation. The effect was both a flawed stra-

tegy and incoherent implementation.

The evaluation further finds Sida to have

an‘oral culture’ in the negative sense in that

important discussions are not documented. In

order to be able to use a strategy effectively

such discussions, containing important analy-

ses and assumptions, need to be documented.

Furthermore, the use of  log-frame analysis

would greatly enhance the quality of  docu-

mentation, as well as establishing an improved

system for archival and retrieval of  docu-

ments.

The role of  assumptions

Initially concluding that there is a coherence

between the country strategy and underlying

documents – the Swedish parliamentary ob-

jectives and the country and results analyses

for Mozambique – the evaluators still find that

the country strategy has not been a useful in-

strument in the shaping of  Swedish develop-

ment co-operation in Mozambique, due to the

weaknesses inherent in the process.

Central to the discussion of  these weak-

nesses is how assumptions are made and how

the margin of  manoeuvre is used; assumptions be-

Primary education has for a

number of  years been one of  the

main areas for Swedish support

in Mozambique. Together with

the Mozambican government

and other donors a Sector Wide

Approach has been developed.

Making room for listening to

different voices and recogni-
zing the difference between
them is important in forging
relevance through partnerships.

ing the reasoning behind choice of  action and

the margin being the room for change within

the time horizon of  the strategy period.

The strategy contains a number of  implicit

assumptions about the links between objec-

tives and the strategy/programme. These

links between the Swedish objectives and al-

ternatives chosen or dropped are not spelt out.

Reading the strategy it is not possible to really

know why certain areas for action were chosen

and others not.

For example, if  the objective is to reduce

rural poverty and the activity chosen is the re-

habilitation of  rural roads, the strategy should

clearly state that the assumption is that the

opening up of  rural roads will allow improved

rural trade. The intermediate objective is then

to assure road access of  rural communities to

markets and the expected impact is that trade

is facilitated and the costs of  consumer goods

lowered. The logical link between overall ob-

jective – intermediate objective – assumption

– activity and expected impact is then made

clear.

By not stating the alternatives and the as-

sumptions made in choosing certain alterna-

tives over others, the strategy does not become

the strategic tool envisaged. Making assump-

tions about linkages explicit also makes it easi-

er to entertain alternatives and test assump-

tions against reality.
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Visualising “the margin”

Concerning the strategic use of  “the margin”,

the evaluators point to the fact that the room

for manoeuvre within the time horizon of  the

strategy period is restricted by earlier commit-

ments and the strategies of  the partner gov-

ernment. This “margin” of  manoeuvre has to

be managed as effectively as possible as old

programmes are renewed and new ones intro-

duced.

The evaluation finds that the margin has

not been used strategically. Each programme

sector appeared to be operating with its own

rolling plan and the country strategy to have

been made redundant as a management tool.

To avoid such sector-driven and fragmented

decisions, the strategy needs to allow flexibili-

ty within a set of  strategic guidelines and prin-

ciples. This can be managed, the evaluators

suggest, through the use of  a country strategy

matrix as a management tool.

By creating such a ‘country strategy ma-

trix’ on programmes and projects, the evalua-

tors checked relevance and coherence in the

operationalisation of  the strategy for Mozam-

bique. They found a number of  what they call

anomalies – silences and gaps – where stated

objectives are not matched by activities.

Anomalies were found when, despite the

decision to concentrate support to fewer sec-

tors or programmes, this was not done. Addi-

tionally some programmes were phased out in

spite of  decisions to continue and vice versa.

The evaluation team further found a large

number of  silences where linkages between

activities and objectives were unclear or miss-

ing. A rough overview showed that not even

half  of  the activities were directly relevant to

Sida’s overarching objectives of  poverty re-

duction, gender quality, democracy and envi-

ronmental protection. This shows that as-

sumptions about relevance are often vague

and unclear.

When creating this matrix the evaluators

also found a lack of  logical framework plan-

ning and a chaotic data management system.

Recommendations

On the basis of  its analysis the evaluation

presents a limited number of  recommenda-

tions. Among these are the following:

• In formulating the country strategy, as-

sumptions should be clarified or made ex-

plicit. A documentary record should ex-

plain why certain options were considered

more relevant than others.

• In-house documents registering differing

positions within Sida and of  partners

should be annexed to the country analysis.

• A more committed use of  the logical frame-

work analysis (LFA) should be employed.

• Priorities and assumptions outlined in the

country strategy should be revisited dur-

ing the strategy period, when monitoring

results and when developing the subse-

quent strategy. This implies the use of

LFA in results analyses, using the margin

in the construction of  relevance and

maintenance of  coherence and creating a

more efficient data and archival manage-

ment system.

• A system of  data management, possibly in

the form of  a country strategy matrix,

should be constructed which enables the

monitoring of  programmes and projects in

regard to relevance.

• A system of  archival management (prefer-

ably web-based) is needed, to make it pos-

sible for programmers to find information

more easily.

• The centre of  gravity in decision making

for the management of  the country pro-

gramme should shift to the embassy, with

sector departments as technical expertise

units and the regional department as coor-

dinator.

The strategy has to be

operational within the margin
set by previous commitments
and partner agendas.
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Responding to HIV/AIDS

HIV/AIDS-related Support

through Sida – A baseline

study. L Peck, K Dahlström,
M Hammarskjöld, L Munck. Sida
Studies in Evaluation 01/02.

In 1999, Sida supported a
wide range of HIV/AIDS related
activities, but still lacked a
comprehensive strategy.

Three of six African country
strategies introduced in 1999
failed to address the HIV/AIDS
pandemic.

In many countries, the HIV/AIDS epidemic

has long since passed from being a health

problem to becoming a major development is-

sue with implications at all levels of  society.

This perspective was emphasized in the Swed-

ish strategy for HIV/AIDS adopted by the

Ministry for Foreign Affairs in 1999: Investing

for Future Generations – Sweden’s Response to HIV/

AIDS. According to this document, both the

immediate and underlying causes of  HIV/

AIDS need to be addressed, as well as immedi-

ate and long-term effects.

How has Sida responded to this strategy?

To answer this question, Sida’s Department

for Evaluation and Internal Audit (UTV) has

decided to launch an evaluation to be initiated

in approximately one year’s time. To prepare

the ground for the evaluation, UTV commis-

sioned a “baseline study” in mid 2001. This

study describes Sida’s response to HIV/AIDS,

as documented in its development co-opera-

tion in 1999, the year in which the strategy was

adopted. The purpose is to facilitate compari-

sons over time as well as to identify relevant

evaluation issues.

The study, carried out by Swedish Boman

& Peck Konsult AB and Social Development

Consultants, SODECO, was published under

the title “HIV/AIDS-related Support through Sida –

A Baseline Study” (Sida Studies in Evaluation,

01/2, October 2001).

It notes that in 1999, Sweden supported al-

most one hundred interventions with objec-

tives related to HIV/AIDS. They ranged from

the MSEK 37 core support to UNAIDS (chan-

nelled through the Ministry for Foreign Af-

fairs), to the financing of  national HIV/AIDS

programmes in sub-Saharan Africa and of  a

number of  smaller-scale projects run by local

NGOs. Most projects focus on HIV/AIDS

prevention such as raising popular awareness.

However, after examining a limited sample

of  projects and programmes which do not di-

rectly target or focus on the HIV/AIDS prob-

lem but are still judged as being of  relevance, it

is noted that the epidemic is rarely considered.

To the extent HIV/AIDS is dealt with, it ap-

pears to be the result of  individual initiatives

within Sida.

The report notes that in 1999 there were

no comprehensive guidelines on HIV/AIDS

within Sida. The Health Division functioned

as focal point but there are no other organiza-

tional or managerial arrangements to deal

with HIV/AIDS issues.

The attention paid to HIV/AIDS in Sida’s

country strategies entering into force in 1999

varied from country to country. In Namibia,

for example, it is dealt with as a broad develop-

ment issue while in other cases such as South

Africa, no attention whatsoever is paid to

HIV/AIDS despite the fact that HIV/AIDS

had been emphasized in the underlying coun-

try analysis.

This was in 1999. The forthcoming evalua-

tion will show what has happened since.

Kibera community centre,

Kenya, the largest slum area

in Africa with over 1 million

people. HIV/AIDS incidence

is very high. A social worker

taking the blood pressure.
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