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Introduction  

Applying  the  precepts  associated  with  international  development  to  the  
challenges  experienced  by  rural  communities  in  the  U.S.  may  appear,  at  first  
glance,  to  have  limited  utility.  U.S.  rural  communities  exist  within  a  country  
that  by  itself  comprises  almost  one  quarter  of  global  gross  domestic  product  
(GDP)1—the  same  share  as  the  lowest  178  countries  combined.  Even  in  the  
most  distressed  communities,  residents  generally  maintain  a  higher  level  of  
well-being2  than  the  deprivation  experienced  by  the  world’s  extremely  poor.3  

Local  leaders  and  practitioners  who  work  to  advance  rural  development  
often  feel  misunderstood  or  unheeded  by  policymakers  and  put  up  with  
disadvantageous  eligibility  requirements  and  low  levels  of  philanthropic  
support.4  Using  the  tenets  of  international  development  as  inspiration  for  
improving  outcomes  in  rural  America  runs  the  risk  of  being  perceived  as  
adding  insult  to  injury.  

Yet  the  principles,  approaches  and  lessons  that  undergird  international  
development  theory  and  practice  are  relevant  in  many  aspects.  The  discipline  
is  inherently  place-based  and  malleable  to  a  wide  array  of  historical,  political  
and  cultural  contexts.  Its  attentiveness  to  understanding  power  dynamics,  
strengthening  local  governance  and  leadership,  and  elevating  the  dignity  
of  communities  and  people  has  been  a  catalyst  for  modernizing  develop-
ment  strategies  and  program  design.  And  its  focus  on  achieving  measurable  
results  and  calculating  its  return  on  investment  has  helped  build  a  bipartisan  
consensus  of  the  importance  of  federal  leadership  and  investment.  

This  chapter  scans  the  state  of  the  art  of  international  development,  
exploring  where  the  basics  of  the  discipline  may  offer  valuable  insights  
for  improving  policy  and  practice  to  accelerate  community  and  economic  
development  in  U.S.  rural  communities.  It  then  lays  out  several  key  issues  
whereby  lessons  from  the  international  experience  may  prove  fruitful  for  
provoking  new  thinking,  suggesting  a  research  agenda  on  which  develop-
ment  experts  from  the  domestic  and  international  arenas  can  collaborate.  
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International  Development  Principles  and  Practice  

Modern-day  development  cooperation  has  its  roots  in  the  Marshall  Plan,5  the  
package  of  economic  and  humanitarian  assistance  provided  by  the  United  States  
to  Europe  in  the  aftermath  of  World  War  II.  This  means  that  the  basis  for  inter-
national  development  practice  stems  from  an  effort  to  help  former  high-income  
economies  renew  themselves  after  the  devastation  of  war.  

The  Marshall  Plan  emphasized  the  importance  of  local  leadership  and  
ownership  as  the  bedrocks  of  renewal.  The  receiving  European  countries  
were  required  to  negotiate  a  mutually  agreed-upon  financial  proposal,  then  
formulate  a  plan  and  create  a  new  institution  to  channel  and  manage  the  
funds.  The  scale  of  the  financing  was  substantial:  The  United  States  provided  
$13.3  billion  over  four  years,  or  about  $140  billion  in  2017  dollars.6  Technical  
assistance  was  a  major  component,  and  it  is  generally  acknowledged  that  its  
effect  was  significant.  

Subsequent  to  their  recovery,  the  countries  that  benefited  from  the  
Marshall  Plan  transitioned  to  become  donors.  These  countries  now  com-
prise  the  core  group  that  provide  economic  and  humanitarian  assistance  in  
low-income  countries.  This  piece  of  history  is  meaningful  to  a  discussion  
exploring  the  relevance  of  international  development  to  rural  development  
in  the  U.S.  because  it  highlights  how  current  global  practice  has  its  roots  in  
the  renewal  of  economies  and  societies  that  were  part  of  highly  developed  
countries.  As  a  collective,  these  countries—now  members  of  a  club  of  donors  
under  the  auspices  of  the  Organization  for  Economic  Cooperation  and  
Development  (OCED)  Development  Assistance  Committee—work  together  
to  refine  the  practice  of  providing  financial  assistance  to  reduce  poverty,  
generate  economic  growth  and  lift  the  well-being  of  countries,  communities  
and  individuals.  

The  objectives,  methods  and  impact  of  this  development  assistance  have  
evolved  significantly  over  the  past  two  decades.  These  changes  have  been  
motivated  by  an  imperative  to  reform  paternalistic  frameworks  and  improve  
the  effectiveness  of  the  money  invested  in  order  to  set  a  course  for  receiving  
countries  and  communities  to  transition  to  a  level  of  growth  and  self-
sufficiency  that  makes  obsolete  the  necessity  for  aid.  

This  evolution  has  been  the  product  of  an  international  discourse,  which  
has  political  dimensions  but  is  also  grounded  in  scientific  inquiry  and  
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sociological  and  economic  theory.  
Initiatives  like  the  World  Bank’s  Voices  
of  the  Poor7  campaign  built  momen-
tum  to  recognize  the  importance  of  
self-determination  for  communities.  
Ultimately  “The  Paris  Declaration  on  
Aid  Effectiveness”  (2005),8  negotiated  
among  investing  and  receiving  coun-
tries,  resulted  in  a  set  of  principles  that  
puts  recipients  in  the  lead  of  defining  
priorities  and  proposed  solutions,  
echoing  the  approach  so  successful  
during  the  Marshall  Plan.  An  emphasis  
on  maximizing  and  measuring  results  
has  been  instrumental  in  adapting  
science-  and  data-based  methodolo-
gies  from  other  disciplines,  increasing  
the  focus  on  quantifying  the  impact  
of  investments  and  using  evidence  to  
inform  proposed  interventions.  

These  principles  provide  an  inter-
nationally  accepted  basis  for  shaping  
development  policy  and  practice,  setting  
a  common  vision  for  how  development  
occurs  and  elevating  rigor  and  account-
ability.  They  have  also  led  to  ambitious,  
quantifiable  goals  to  mobilize  action  and  assess  progress.  In  2000,  the  United  
Nations’  Millennium  Development  Goals  (MDGs)  set  specific  global  targets  
for  reducing  poverty,  hunger  and  the  incidence  of  mortality  and  disease,  help-
ing  standardize  metrics  and  priorities  to  achieve  progress  by  2015.  

While  not  all  the  MDG  targets—which  were  primarily  directed  toward  
developing  countries—were  achieved,  they  were  generally  seen  as  important  
and  influential  in  accelerating  progress  on  many  fronts.  Upon  the  expira-
tion  of  the  MDGs  in  2015,  a  report  launched  by  U.N.  Secretary-General  
Ban  Ki-moon  called  them  the  “most  successful  anti-poverty  movement  in  

The  Paris  Declaration  on  
Aid  Effectiveness:  Five  
Principles  for  Smart  Aid  

Ownership  
• Developing countries set their 

own development strategies, 
improve their institutions and 
tackle corruption. 

Alignment  
• Donor countries and organiza-

tions bring their support in line 
with these strategies and use 
local systems. 

Harmonization  
• Donor countries and organiza-

tions coordinate their actions, 
simplify procedures and share 
information to avoid duplication. 

Managing  for  Results  
• Developing countries and 

donors focus on producing—and 
measuring—results. 

Mutual  Accountability  
• Donors and developing 

countries are accountable for 
development results. 

SOURCE: OECD. 
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history.”9  They  have  since  given  way  to  a  more  holistic  vision  of  sustainable  
development  applicable  to  all  countries  (the  U.S.  included),  reflected  in  
the  Sustainable  Development  Goals  (SDGs).  The  SDGs  retain  the  use  of  
time-bound,  measurable  outcomes,  but  emphasize  the  interconnectedness  
of  issues  across  social,  economic  and  environmental  considerations,  and  
encourage  system-level  interventions  to  solve  multiple  problems  at  once.  

The  evolution  in  the  field—from  agreement  on  core  principles  of  devel-
opment  effectiveness,  to  a  focus  on  results,  to  the  use  of  goals  and  public  
metrics  of  progress—is  reflected  in  a  series  of  reforms  and  new  initiatives  
by  the  U.S.  government  over  the  past  two  decades.  For  example,  high-
profile  Presidential  Initiatives—such  as  the  President’s  Emergency  Plan  for  
AIDS  Relief  (PEPFAR),  launched  by  the  George  W.  Bush  administration  
to  respond  to  the  HIV/AIDS  crisis,  and  Feed  the  Future,  launched  by  the  
Obama  administration  to  reduce  food  insecurity,  both  of  which  are  ongo-
ing—set  quantifiable  targets,  collect  data  to  evaluate  the  effectiveness  of  
programs  and  transparently  publish  measures  of  progress.  

Today  the  public  can  visit  PEPFAR’s  data  dashboard10  to  see  program  
results  by  the  numbers,  compare  outcomes  to  targets  and  access  five  years  
of  individual  program  evaluations.  United  States  Agency  for  International  
Development  (USAID)  requires  evaluations  of  each  of  its  invest-
ments,  all  captured  in  a  public  online  library  (Development  Experience  
Clearinghouse).11  Nothing  similar  exists  for  domestic  programs  and  policies.  

The  emphasis  on  targets  and  metrics  has  enabled  U.S.  agencies  to  mobi-
lize  with  powerful  nimbleness  and  adaptability.  In  2012,  when  it  became  
clear  that  the  MDG  target  for  reducing  preventable  child  deaths  would  not  
be  met,  the  U.S.  government  analyzed  the  underlying  data  to  identify  the  
major  burden.  As  a  result,  the  U.S.  collaborated  with  India  and  Ethiopia,  
two  of  the  countries  with  the  most  severe  burden,  to  launch  a  Child  Survival  
Call  to  Action.12  The  initiative  brings  together  more  than  100  partners  from  
the  private  sector,  civil  society  and  faith-based  organizations  to  accelerate  
progress  on  this  important  issue.  The  U.S.  shifted  its  own  strategy  to  double  
down  on  investments  in  24  countries  that,  together,  accounted  for  80%  of  
the  deaths  of  children  under  5  years  old,  scaling  up  access  to  assistance  for  
underserved  populations  and  addressing  priority  causes  that  accounted  for  
nearly  60%  of  deaths.  Over  the  next  two  years,  these  changes  saved  an  addi-
tional  500,000  lives.13  
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  Relevance  to  Community  and  Economic  Development  
Policy  in  the  U .S .  

The  intellectual  and  policy  energy  that  undergirds  the  science  of  global  
development,  with  its  emphasis  on  agreed-upon  principles,  methodologies  
and  quantifiable  benchmarks  and  metrics,  may  seem  abstract.  Community  
and  economic  development  practitioners  in  the  U.S.  have  certainly  sought  to  
design  and  refine  models  to  be  successful  in  the  context  of  the  communities  
they  seek  to  benefit,  from  asset-based  community  development,  to  com-
prehensive  neighborhood-based  initiatives,  to  collective  impact.  Different  
stakeholders  have  defined  their  own  sets  of  principles  to  reflect  what  works,  
based  on  their  experiences;  one  example  is  the  principles  that  are  the  basis  
of  “America’s  Rural  Opportunity,”14  published  by  the  Rural  Development  
Innovation  Group,15  a  network  of  influential  practitioners  working  in  rural  
communities  across  the  U.S.  

Yet  the  shifts  in  the  global  development  field  have  wide  acceptance  and  
applicability  because  of  their  co-creation  by  governments,  philanthropies,  
practitioners  and  communities  alike,  and  their  direct  influence  on  policy.  
There  is  not  an  analogous  theory  of  change  that  enjoys  such  a  widespread  
embrace  when  it  comes  to  deploying  financial  and  intellectual  resources  for  
U.S.  community  and  economic  development.  

Imagine  using  a  similar  mindset  to  address  the  rural  broadband  gap  in  
the  U.S.,  in  which  22.3%  of  Americans  in  rural  areas  and  27.7%  of  those  on  
tribal  lands  lack  access  to  high-speed  internet,16  compared  to  1.5%  of  those  
in  urban  areas.  It  might  take  the  form  of  a  public  “moon  shot”—a  goal  and  
subsequent  call  to  action  by  the  president  and  U.S.  government—to  close  
the  gap  within  five  years.  Setting  such  a  goal  could  accelerate  the  necessary  
improvements  in  accuracy  of  federal  data,  to  better  identify  where  and  why  
access  is  limited;  could  provide  the  basis  for  a  whole-of-government  strategy  
that  breaks  downs  silos  among  different  agencies  working  on  this  issue,  clar-
ifying  who  is  in  charge  and  who  should  address  regulatory  and  other  bar-
riers;  and  could  develop  public-private  alliances  and  alternative  ownership  
models  that  prioritize  development  outcomes  over  market  considerations.  

Microsoft  has  made  such  a  five-year  goal  the  centerpiece  of  its  Airband  
Initiative,17  part  of  its  corporate  social  responsibility  commitments.  Yet  the  
federal  government  has  significantly  more  reach  and  power  to  mobilize  
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effective  action,  especially  given  the  importance  of  federal  government  pol-
icy  to  this  issue.  An  easily  accessible  and  verifiable  map  of  U.S.  broadband  
coverage,  regularly  updated  to  show  progress—or  lack  thereof—toward  this  
five-year  goal,  would  serve  as  both  an  accountability  and  motivational  tool  
for  progress.  

Indeed,  it  would  be  a  major  step  for  the  U.S.  government  to  put  forward  a  
national  strategy  that  lays  out  a  coherent  vision  for  rural  development.  Our  
recent  analysis  found  more  than  400  programs  available  to  rural  commu-
nities  for  their  development  across  13  departments,  10  independent  agen-
cies,  and  over  50  offices  and  subagencies.18  A  rural  strategy  could  provide  
guidance  to  improve  coherence  and  impact—by  setting  clear  direction  
on  the  principles  that  are  fundamental  to  rural  development;  prioritizing  
top  national  policies;  establishing  clear,  time-bound  targets  on  expected  
community-level  outcomes;  and  detailing  associated  milestones  and  met-
rics—while  strengthening  interagency  coordination  and  facilitating  align-
ment  with  state  and  local  authorities.  

Local  Ownership  

One  of  the  key  tenets  of  modern  international  development  theory  and  
practice  is  supporting  locally  led  solutions  to  development  problems.  The  
principles  of  development  effectiveness  in  the  Paris  Declaration  (and  affirmed  
by  follow-up  summits  in  Accra,  Ghana,  and  Busan,  South  Korea)  reinforce  
the  importance  of  ownership  of  development  priorities  by  recipients.  U.S.  
policy  embraced  this  principle  to  such  an  extent  that  in  2010  USAID  made  a  
public  commitment  that  within  five  years,  it  would  triple  the  amount  of  funds  
going  directly  to  local  governments  and  civil  society  organizations.19  

The  drive  to  strengthen  local  systems  and  local  ownership  also  grew  
from  the  recognition  that  exporting  U.S.  approaches  to  foreign  contexts,  and  
attempting  to  implement  top-down  approaches  without  local  participation,  
was  both  ineffective  and  problematic.  A  baseline  for  international  develop-
ment  policy  is  to  invest  in  local  institutions  and  local  leadership,  to  build  
their  capacity  and  support  the  priorities  and  solutions  that  they  define.  

Given  the  demographic  and  economic  diversity  of  rural  America,  and  the  
capacity  needs  in  many  of  its  distressed  places,  this  strikes  us  as  a  particu-
larly  useful  principle  around  which  to  build  U.S.  rural  development  policy.  
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Places  in  rural  America  have  a  rich  sense  of  community  and  identity.  They  
are  often  wary  of  federal  government  approaches  to  development;  a  recent  
survey20  of  more  than  7,000  rural  Americans  revealed  that  two-thirds  felt  
that  the  U.S.  Department  of  Agriculture  (USDA)  programs  often  benefit  big  
corporations  and  farms  rather  than  rural  communities.21  Policies  that  aim  
to  assemble  a  constellation  of  resources  that  allow  rural  communities  to  
leverage  and  retain  control  of  the  benefits  generated  by  their  assets  will  build  
trust  and  momentum.  

Attention  to  local  power  dynamics  and  context  is  critical,  especially  in  
rural  Native  American  communities  that  retain  sovereignty  and  place  a  high  
value  on  cultural  preservation.  

A  Robust  Agenda  

The  importance  of  place,  the  attentiveness  to  supporting  local  leadership,  
the  sensitivity  to  power  dynamics,  the  emphasis  on  measuring  results,  and  
increasing  transparency  and  accountability:  these  commonalities  showcase  
how  the  processes  that  define  the  field  of  international  development  may  be  
usefully  applied  to  improve  rural  development  policy  and  practice  in  the  U.S.  

Simply  acknowledging  that  the  experience  and  expertise  of  those  working  
in  international  development  could  help  advance  the  field  domestically  
would  be  a  major  step  forward,  and  could  lead  to  many  useful  lines  of  sub-
stantive  inquiry.  We  point  to  several  that  seem  underexplored  but  suggest  
real  relevance  to  today’s  rural  realities:  

• The “resource curse”:  A  key  strain22  of  development  economics  focuses  
on  the  unintended  financial,  social,  environmental  and  economic  con-
sequences  that  can  lead  countries  rich  in  mineral  and  energy  resources  
to  perform  worse  developmentally  and  economically  than  their  coun-
terparts.  Both  macroeconomic  and  governance  issues  can  play  a  role  in  
this  phenomenon.  While  natural  resource  booms  often  bring  an  influx  of  
wealth  and  opportunity  to  U.S.  rural  communities,  they  can  also  neg-
atively  affect  local  government  budgets,  infrastructure  and  services,  as  
codifying  dependence  on  these  resources  into  local  laws  can  lead  to  fiscal  
austerity.23  Wealth  from  extractive  industries  often  becomes  concentrated  
among  government  and  nonlocal  stakeholders  rather  than  returning  to  
communities;  even  when  it  does  return,  it  can  be  offset  by  significant  
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social,  health  and  environmental  consequences.  The  similarities  between  
the  international  and  domestic  contexts  may  offer  an  opportunity  for  
relevant  insights.  

•  Business dynamism:  Small  and  medium-sized  enterprises  (SMEs)  are  a  
crucial  part  of  nearly  all  global  economies,  accounting  for  approximately  
90%  of  businesses  and  over  50%  of  employment  worldwide.24  Formal  
SMEs  comprise  up  to  40%  of  the  GDP  in  emerging  economies,  yet  large,  
informal  economies  make  this  share  much  more  significant.  They  are  par-
ticularly  important  for  small  and  rural  communities  and  emerging  mar-
kets.  Small  business  comprises  approximately  90%  of  the  businesses  in  
the  rural  U.S.  as  well.25  Though  rural  Americans  are  more  entrepreneurial  
and  see  higher  five-year  survival  rates,  small-business  starts  have  been  
declining  in  rural  areas  since  the  Great  Recession;26  33%  fewer  entrepre-
neurs  operated  businesses  there  in  2018  than  in  2008.  Several  interven-
tions  in  global  development  offer  promising  areas  in  which  the  overlap  
with  similar  issues  in  rural  America  may  produce  new  ideas,  including  
those  that  seek  to  unlock  access  to  right-sized  financing  through  the  use  
of  public  instruments,  facilitate  market  opportunities  through  connectiv-
ity  of  local  value  and  supply  chains,  understand  the  impact  of  informal  
economic  activities  and  ensure  the  orderly  transition  of  family-owned  
businesses.  

•  Human capital:  The  advent  of  the  service  and  knowledge  economies  has  
challenged  the  orthodoxy  of  using  industrialization  and  the  transition  
from  agriculture  as  the  bridge  to  development  in  low-income  countries,  
producing  new  thinking  on  catalyzing  “development  without  smoke-
stacks.”27  Development  professionals  have  also  focused  on  strategies  to  
promote  education  and  leverage  the  talents  of  skilled  professionals  and  
entrepreneurs  in  their  places  of  origin.  Rural  areas  face  similar  dynamics:  
They  are  home  to  13%  of  all  U.S.  employment  and  19%  of  manufacturing  
employment,  but  only  6%  of  jobs  in  the  information  and  professional,  
scientific  and  technical  services  sectors.  There  are  likely  applicable  lessons  
from  the  international  experience  of  seeking  to  improve  local  systems  
for  developing  human  capital,  recapturing  talent  that  sought  training  
elsewhere  and  leveraging  in-migration.  
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These  are  but  a  sample.  There  are  many  areas  in  which  lessons,  analysis  
and  experience  may  offer  insights,  from  rollout  of  digital  technology,  to  suc-
cessful  health  and  educational  interventions,  to  access  to  capital  and  infra-
structure,  to  energy  shifts  and  conservation.  But  key  among  these  is  a  shift  in  
mindset:  that  development  anywhere  depends  upon  strong  local  leadership,  
governance,  a  focus  on  results  backed  by  evidence  and  analysis,  and  a  shared  
common  vision  among  policymakers,  practitioners  and  residents  on  how  
policy  and  public  investments  can  maximize  the  human,  natural  and  entre-
preneurial  capital  that  exists  in  rural  America  today.  
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