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R E P R O D U C I B L E

Does Foreign Aid Always Help the Poor?

In an article at the World Economic Forum, Ana Swanson (2015) reports that the distribution of foreign aid 
is inefficient and unbalanced. Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences winner Sir Angus Deaton argues 
that trying to aid developing countries may actually slow their growth (Swanson, 2015). Foreign aid, unfortu-
nately, has a history of not always being distributed to those most in need of it—if it’s even distributed at all.

Deaton (Swanson, 2015) also argues that misuse of foreign aid can weaken government ties to people and 
leave them less accountable to those they serve. “Most governments depend on their people for taxes in 
order to run themselves and provide services to their people. Governments that get all their money from aid 
don’t have that at all, and I think of that as very corrosive,” Deaton claims (Swanson, 2015).

In the past, Zaire, Rwanda, Ethiopia, Somalia, and even the United States have been suspected of deploying 
foreign aid to support despotic regimes and personal interests of all sorts. This has prompted others to suggest 
bypassing corrupt governments and distributing food or funding directly among the people. Deaton posits that, 
“To get to the powerless, you often have to go through the powerful” (Swanson, 2015).

More Resources
Use the following resources to conduct your research.

• “The Majority of International Aid Is Not Reaching the Countries That Need It the Most” (Morrison, 
2014): www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/the-majority-of-international-aid-is-not-reaching 
-the-countries-that-need-it-the-most-9206182.html

• “Most Foreign Aid Does Not Go to Neediest Countries, Report Finds” (Vick, 2015): http://time.com 
/3897960/foreign-aid-poor-countries-extreme-poverty

• “The US Spends $35 Billion on Foreign Aid . . . but Where Does the Money Really Go?” (Amoros, 
2015): http://mondoweiss.net/2015/11/spends-billion-foreign

• “Top Ten Donors of Foreign Aid” (Maps of World, 2016): www.mapsofworld.com/world-top-ten 
/world-top-ten-doners-of-foreigner-aid-map.html

Discussion Questions
Use the following questions to facilitate your classroom discussion.

• What measures should we take to ensure our foreign aid is used to help those who need it most?

• Imagine you are in power in a country receiving foreign aid. How would you distribute and utilize the 
resources given to you?

• Do you believe that countries receiving aid should also be transparent with their sources about how 
it is spent? Why or why not?

• In what ways could foreign aid possibly encourage corruption and dependency from its government 
and people?

• How should we decide which countries are in most need of foreign aid? What parameters should we 
use to determine aid priority and why?
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Global Digital Citizen Assessment Framework
Use this four-phase assessment framework to establish the connection between altruistic service and prob-
lem finding.

1. Phase 1 (awareness, connection, remembering): Struggles to identify problems independently and 
frequently requires support and guidance

2. Phase 2 (understanding, applying): Describes and explains situations or issues on a local, regional, or 
global scale; can broadly consider the level of need and some of the potential impacts that his or her 
support could make

3. Phase 3 (analyzing, evaluating): Analyzes situations or issues on a local, regional, or global scale 
and breaks them down into their component parts; can identify and consider areas of need, the level 
of need, and some of the potential impacts that his or her support could make; investigates and 
researches the concern

4. Phase 4 (evaluating, creating): Analyzes and evaluates situations or issues on a local, regional, or 
global scale to identify areas of need; considers and evaluates the level of need and the impact that 
his or her support can make in resolving this; investigates and researches the concern to discern if the 
need is genuine, legitimate, and worthy of support

Discussion and Assessment Debrief
After conversation, students develop their own opinions about the assessment.

• How did you evaluate this line from the assessment framework and why?

• How does the line from the assessment framework fit into the conversation?

• What does it mean for us? For the community? For the world?
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