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QUESTIONS FOR PLANNING ANY DEVELOPMENT PROJECT 
 

Key Questions Your answers Why? 

1. Has this idea and/or effort 
ever been tried before? If 
so, with what effect? 

  This question is important to 
avoid repeated waste of time 
and resources and 
disillusionment among those 
we intend to help. 
 
If it has been tried before, it is 
still never appropriate to 
simply replicate an idea in a 
new location. What can be 
learned about the context 
where it worked? 

2. Who gains and who loses 
(or does not gain at all) 
from our planned effort? 

 This question ensures that 
assistance does not feed into 
and worsen internal conflicts, 
which can be long-standing, 
deep, and dangerous for the 
society. 

3. Does the planned effort 
build on and support 
existing capacities within 
the recipient society? 

 This question ensures that 
locals are respected, 
dependency is avoided, and 
sustainability is supported. 

3.a. How does the planned 
effort relate to existing 
government programmes? 
 

 Bypassing government 
ensures a lack of 
sustainability! 
 

4. Where did the idea for this 
effort originate? Who has 
been involved in vetting 
the idea and how? 

 This question ensures local 
people are fully involved in 
any plan. When involved, 
they will “own” it and be 
much more likely to benefit 
from and sustain it. 

5. Is the amount of money 
appropriate to the goal? 
Will the activity require 
additional funds or 
maintenance in the future? 

 This question ensures that all 
necessary resources for 
sustained success are 
considered ahead of 
implementation.  
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QUESTIONS FOR PLANNING ANY DEVELOPMENT PROJECT 
Explanation 
 

Explanation of Key Questions Key Issues 

1. Has this idea and/or effort ever been tried before? If so, with what effect? 

It is very rare that we begin anything that is entirely new. It is also true that 
many efforts that have been tried have failed to accomplish what they 
intended. We should always understand this and, to the extent possible, 
understand why in order to avoid repeating the same waste again and 
again. If we decide to do something that has been previously done without 
much effect, either in the same location where we plan our activity or 
elsewhere, we should be able to say exactly what makes our effort more 
likely to succeed. If we cannot do this, we should not undertake the 
activity. 

• Disillusionment 
• Cynicism 
• Disrespect 

2. Who gains and who loses (or does not gain at all) from our planned effort? 

The introduction of external resources into any resource-scarce 
environment will have an effect on people’s sense of their relative well-
being. If the group that will gain from our effort has had intergroup tensions 
with any other group in the society (along ethnic, racial, religious, tribal, 
clan, or other divisions), then our resources helping one group may 
worsen the relations between these two groups, sometimes with highly 
dangerous outcomes.  
 
There are many proxies for such intergroup divisions. For example, “those 
most in need,” “the people who suffered the most” can both represent (and 
hide) the fact that we are favoring one group over another. Giving my 
employment category--to farmers and not to traders--can also mask such 
divisions if, traditionally, one tribal group has farmed while others have 
traded. Note: if we find that we are favoring one group over others and this 
has implicit dangers, the answer is not, usually, to give equally to each 
group. Rather, it is to find the mechanism within that society that is trusted 
by all groups and to work with and through them in order to explain to 
everyone transparently how beneficiary selection occurs and why and to 
encourage their thoughts on how to ensure equitableness. 

• Creating or worsening 
conflict 

• Worsening gender 
relations 

• Unfairness (perceived) 
• Loss of social license to 

operate 
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3. Does the planned effort build on and support existing capacities within the recipient 
society? 

Every society, no matter how poor or how destroyed by a disaster, has a 
number of existing capacities--physical/material, social-organizational, and 
attitudinal/spiritual. To ignore and by-pass these in any “needs” focused 
effort is to undermine and weaken the capacities. Any needs assessment 
should first take account of all existing capacities if it intends to strengthen 
that society. Note: Sometimes poor people will themselves not recognize 
the true strengths of their existing capacities, having been convinced that 
they “need” outside help. Getting them to recognize their own strengths is 
important. 

• Undermining local 
capacities 

• Worsening local 
vulnerabilities 

• Lack of sustainability 
• Disrespect 
 

3.a. How does the planned effort relate to existing government programmes? 

To answer this question, one first needs to know if the government is 
trusted or mistrusted by the people with whom you plan to work. If the 
government is trusted, then it is fairly straightforward to work with and 
through this body. If the government is mistrusted, it becomes more of a 
challenge to find the right way to work. No government is monolithic; within 
every government, even those which are guilty of human right abuses, 
there are civil servants at some levels and in some departments who truly 
want to serve the public. To work with mistrusted governments one must 
find these avenues for support. Note: It is always wrong to by-pass 
government. If doing a well, one must work with the Ministry of Water 
and/or Health; if in education, with the Minister of Education; if in health, 
with the Minister of Health, etc. 

• Undermining local 
capacities 

• Undermining good 
governance 

• Encouraging poor 
governance 

• Lack of sustainability 
 

4. Where did the idea for this effort originate? Who has been involved in vetting the 
idea and how? 

Pre-packaged programmes are often accepted by local communities but 
seldom bring the change that they intend or that is desired. The sense that 
outsiders can plan one’s development undermines local capacities and 
feeds into dependency. It also feeds resentment toward outsiders! 

• Lack of effectiveness 
• Lack of ownership 
• Lack of sustainability 
• Disrespect 

5. Is the amount of money appropriate to the goal? Will the activity require additional 
funds or maintenance in the future? 

If additional funds will be required after your input, where will they come 
from? If the activity depends on some ongoing maintenance (such as a 
well pump or a solar panel), where will the expertise come from? The 
world is full of empty school buildings, dry wells, broken pumps, etc. Don’t 
add to them! 

• Dependency 
• Lack of sustainability 
• Lack of accountability 
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