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Executive Summary 
 

This summary paper highlights the main findings of the IUKDPF Report entitled ‘The “Measurement Politics” of South-
South Cooperation’ by Laura Trajber Waisbich. The report’s key arguments are that: 
 

• South-South Cooperation (SSC) partners have successfully resisted efforts to draw them into Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development’s Development Assistance Committee (OECD-DAC) definitions and 
practices of measuring development cooperation flows and assessing their impacts.  

• Southern partners have also rejected efforts, within the United Nations (UN) and beyond, to create common 
SSC standards. 

• As SSC has expanded over the last two decades, defining and measuring SSC has become a subject of debate 
between and within Southern providers; revealing that measurement and assessment is not just a threat, but 
also has potential value to different SSC partners for different purposes in different contexts.  

• How to define, measure and assess the quantity and quality of SSC is a hot topic within and across the South, 
encompassing a range of very different approaches and positions.  

• Southern-led experimentation with different forms of measurement and assessment is now opening up.  
• India has played an important role, in both diplomatic and para-diplomatic arenas, in resisting externally 

driven measurement efforts. India has also led debates and fostered policy spaces in which Southern countries 
and development experts could innovate with Southern-led solutions around the need to measure, report and 
justify SSC to a range of internal and external stakeholders.  

 

Debating measurement and the 
accountability of South-South 
Cooperation 
South-South Cooperation (SSC) is constituted by distinct 
practices and principles, located in colonial and post-colonial 

 
1 See United Nations General Assembly (2019). 

histories of inequality and the need for solidarity. According to the 
UN: ‘South-South cooperation is conducted among countries of 
the South, including in the economic, social, cultural, 
environmental and technical domains, and can take place in a 
bilateral, regional or interregional context, for developing 
countries to meet their development goals through concerted 
efforts’.1 Conversations around SSC accountability and 
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measurement — which includes quantifying and reporting flows, 
and assessing the impact of initiatives on the ground — have 
grown in tandem with the expansion of this cooperation modality 
throughout the 2000s. While Agenda 2030 urges the collective 
measurement of all kinds of development-related financial flows 
and assess progress towards the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs),2 finding ways to account for SSC 
flows, initiatives and their impacts is a highly political sensitive 
debate.  
 

From resistance to innovation 
SSC measurement and accountability are divisive. Southern 
partners — especially SSC champions and larger providers — 
refuse the applicability of Western donor norms, standards and 
measurement tools, many of which were created by the OECD-
DAC to guide Official Development Assistance (ODA or 
‘development aid’). They see existing ODA standards as unfit to 
describe and capture what SSC is and does. They also argue that 
measuring development cooperation flows is needed for DAC 
donors to show compliance with their global commitment to raise 
ODA to 0.7% of donors’ national income - a responsibility that is 
absent from SSC.3  
 
Most oppose OECD-DAC efforts to quantify SSC flows in financial 
or monetary terms, on the grounds that this ‘straitjackets’ SSC 
into being simply an additional source of ‘traditional’ 
development finance. Moreover, existing metrics have been 
rejected for either overestimating or underestimating SSC 
contributions, through applying ODA’s ‘concessional/grant 
element’ criteria to hybrid SSC instruments, and/or insufficiently 
accounting for goods and services on a Purchasing Power Parity 
(PPP) basis. While criticising existing standards, metrics and 
measurement tools, in the 2010s several Latin American partners 
came up with their own alternative methodologies to count SSC 
projects in the region, to account for their economic value, and/or 
situate SSC efforts in terms of national public spending. Countries 
like Brazil have also sought to go beyond capturing the monetary 
dimension of cooperation flows, to provide qualitative 
descriptions of its cooperation practices: the kinds of knowledges 
and technologies shared, to whom, and how. In 2019, a first 
mapping of South-South and triangular cooperation projects was 
conducted in the African continent as well.4 So far, no similar 
exercise has taken place in Asia.   
 
Southern providers are also experimenting with assessing the 
quality of SSC through results. Here SSC partners have engaged 
largely on their own terms with Northern-led development 
cooperation evaluation standards, criteria and practices 
(including results-based management frameworks and quasi-

 
2 See Besharati and MacFeely (2019); Fukuda-Parr and McNeill (2019). 
3 See Esteves and Assunção (2014); Bracho (2017). 

experimental studies), to try out other assessment tools and 
methodologies. These aim to capture results, impact and 
social/policy change of SSC initiatives on their own terms.  
Devising alternative ways to assess the quality, performance and 
impact of SSC — not only on the ground but also to the foreign 
and development policies of all parties involved — is seen as 
helping Southern providers in their quest for status and 
recognition. Assessments and evaluations can generate evidence 
to legitimise ‘Southern-grown’ development policy innovations 
and models. They also assist Southern countries in validating SSC 
principles and differentiated cooperation approaches, including 
horizontality and mutual gains.  
 
Governments and knowledge actors, such as the Network of 
Southern Think Tanks (NeST), have sought to operationalise SSC 
principles into workable evaluation criteria and methodologies 
for SSC initiatives. This remains a work in progress. Experts and 
practitioners in countries like Brazil, South Africa and China are 
still striving to find the right balance between coming up with 
‘powerful numbers’ and ‘clear evidence’ of success and 
acknowledging SSC impacts on the ground can be long-term, 
intangible and/or unmeasurable. 
 

Unfolding negotiations over 
measurement and responsibilities in 
global development 
Southern countries have increasingly augmented and crafted new 
ways of engaging with measurement and development 
cooperation effectiveness.5 They have demonstrated a growing 
assertiveness in developing individual (e.g., ‘Brazilian’ or 
‘Chinese’) and collective (‘Southern’) ways to demonstrate results, 
and to justify their development cooperation policy options to 
domestic and global audiences. Their willingness to craft 
alternative ways to measure SSC responds to a mix of 
management, domestic legitimacy, international reputation, 
foreign policy and global development concerns. Measuring 
allows Southern development partners, notably ‘SSC champions’ 
like India, to showcase their global development efforts, 
generosity and successes. They also serve SSC partners in terms 
of their reputational stakes: working both as early warnings and 
learning opportunities to improve on approaches in the future, as 
well as tools to internationally market SSC innovations and 
successful ‘Southern-grown’ policy experiences. 
 
The determination of Southern providers to measure their 
development cooperation differently helps understanding the 
emergence of diplomatic and knowledge negotiations, many of 
which are ongoing, over measurement (quantification, reporting 

4 See UNDP/NEPAD (2019). 
5 See Besharati (2017); Corrêa (2017). 
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and evaluation) of SSC flows and practices. Rather than purely 
technical discussions over the quantity and quality of SSC flows, 
these policy and political debates actively and explicitly re-
politicise development cooperation measurement. Further, they 
create openings to assess the politics of ‘aid generosity’, 
questioning not only how development cooperation is measured 
but also what counts as ‘development cooperation efforts’.  
 
All of this reveal contested understandings of global and domestic 
roles and responsibilities in the field of global development, and 
their uncertain translation into what kind of scrutiny is deemed 
required and legitimate in Southern-led development 
cooperation. Ongoing conversations around measuring SSC 
reveal unfolding negotiations over power, recognition and 
responsibilities in the field, particularly between rising powers 
such as Brazil, China, India and South Africa, but also members of 
the OECD-DAC. Likewise, negotiations over measurement 
between Southern and Northern development providers offer 
openings to critically discuss global development responsibilities 
beyond the necessary, but often narrow, focus on Financing for 
Development agenda. Finally, ongoing conversations around 
measurement also reveal domestic foreign policy tensions and 
dilemmas for middle powers in particular.6 They shed light on 
domestic policy and political disputes over international roles 
and identities and into the need that political and diplomatic 
elites, and ‘SSC bureaucracies’, have to navigate competing 
pressures around the purposes and trade-offs of doing and 
promoting development at home and abroad.     
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