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The World Ahead: Implications for U.S. INGOs 
 
Over the next ten years, geopolitical shifts and changes in the international development landscape will 
require INGOs to adapt, evolve and play new roles in order to be relevant and effective actors.  This 
paper1 considers how the landscape of development and humanitarian action is likely to change, what 
that will mean for development and emergency-related needs, and what the broader implications may be 
for the relevance of U.S.-based INGOs ten years from now.  
 

How is the Landscape of Development and Humanitarian Action Likely to Change? 
 
Proliferation of Actors, Fragmentation of Efforts | A proliferation of actors and fragmentation of efforts 
will define the development and humanitarian landscape. Even today, that landscape is marked by 
traditional powers (e.g. the U.S., Western European countries), emerging powers (e.g. China, Brazil, India), 
corporations, INGOs, southern NGOs, social movements and social entrepreneurs.2  The surge in actors 
involved in development and humanitarian action will intensify in the next decade.3 
 
The Rise of the BRICs | In the last decade, Brazil, Russia, India and China (the BRICs) have begun to 
transition from aid recipients to aid donors. The BRICs will make up almost half of the world’s GDP growth 
by 20204 and, in the future, these nations may become major donors and influential players in multilateral 
affairs. Their development investments may look different from traditional aid by northern governments, 
as can be seen in the role China plays in Africa today.  China’s aid to Africa, Latin America and Southeast 
Asia increased from less than $1 billion in 2002 to an estimated $25 billion in 2007.5  India is now the fifth 
largest donor to Afghanistan, and India’s aid to Africa has grown at a rate of 22 percent over the past ten 
years.6 Brazil’s development aid is expected to reach $4 billion this year.7 The ascent of these emerging 
powers is likely to change traditional donor-recipient identities and relationships. 
 
Changing Shape of the Established Aid System |The dramatic growth of the BRICs, along with the 
emergence of middle-tier economies such as Indonesia and Turkey, is testing the institutional foundations 
of the post-World War II order.8 The Bretton Woods institutions are likely to undergo significant reform; 
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their governance is likely to become more reflective of contemporary power and influence.9  INGOs may 
be perceived as part of an outdated, northern-dominated world order; their legitimacy and 
representativeness may increasingly be questioned.10  Aid donors and countries receiving aid may prefer 
that aid flow through southern NGOs.11  Although south-south aid and exchanges will increase – and these 
will likely reflect more solidarity than traditional aid – the power dynamic is likely to be one of stronger 
players dominating weaker players.12 
 

Increasing Influence of Non-State Actors | The increasing influence of non-state actors will be a major 

trend of the next decade.13  Most wars are no longer waged between two sovereign nations on a 

battlefield, but instead, increasingly among civilians and by non-state actors.14 Failed states, and failed 

cities within functioning states, will become more prevalent.15  In these voids, non-state actors will 

continue to grow in number and power. These actors are multifaceted, often serving the functions of 

religious organization, aid organization, political party and paramilitary force;16 they have strong support 

bases and challenge the need for services normally provided by governments and development actors.17  

 

Opportunities and Challenges in Women’s Rights | In the past several decades, the number of women in 

the labor force has increased continuously; that trend is likely to persist.18  Attention to women’s rights as 

critical to political and economic progress will continue.19  Islamic women are increasingly involved in the 

political process (as can be seen in female participation in Islamist movements), and there is potential for 

a movement on women’s rights not built on Western norms.20  At the same time, the rise of conservative 

and religious fundamentalist forces could lead to the erosion of women’s rights in some settings.21   

 
Politicization of Foreign Aid | With the rise of non-state actors and transnational threats, governments 
are increasingly politicizing development and humanitarian aid. This will continue to shrink humanitarian 
space, especially in countries in conflict. Defense, diplomacy and development strategies have long been 
used to achieve foreign policy objectives, but increasingly the lines between them are being blurred. 
Some responsibilities traditionally undertaken by civilian agencies are migrating to the military.22  Civilian 
government agencies and private contracting agencies (not guided by the principle of independence) 
might be better implementers of politically-motivated projects.  
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What Do Major Trends Imply for Development and Humanitarian Needs? 
 
The Impact of Climate Change | Climate change will create more extremes of weather and this will result 
in more crises (and more places where crisis becomes the norm). The human consequences of climate 
change include reduced access to natural resources, conflict, poverty, food insecurity, heightened 
mobility and impaired health.23 Climate change will intensify challenges in all areas of development.24 It 
will reconfigure patterns of risk and vulnerability and will affect developing countries disproportionately.25   
 
Most of the “Bottom Billion” in Middle-Income Countries |Most of the world’s poorest billion people will 
reside in middle-income countries like China and India.26 Issues related to inequality will become as 
important as issues related to poverty.  It is estimated that, in 2007, three-quarters of the world's 
approximately 1.3 billion poor people lived in middle-income countries, and only about a quarter lived in 
the 39 low-income countries.27 The majority of the world’s poor will also tend to live in stable states (only 
23 percent of the world’s poor now live in fragile states).28 
   
Major Demographic Shifts | Between now and 2025, a billion more people will be added to the global 
population, primarily in Asia and Africa.  Sixty-eight percent of this increase will be in emerging or 
developing countries; the bulk will be in cities.29 In the coming half century, the world’s population will 
grow (but at a slower rate); overall, it will be an older population.30 In the next two decades, sub-Saharan 
Africa, Bangladesh and Pakistan will generate nearly half the growth in the world’s population.31  Half the 
world will experience “fertility implosions,” leading to shortages of working-age populations, with only 
sub-Saharan Africa producing a surplus of working-age men.32  
 
Increasing Urbanization | More than half the world’s population now lives in cities.33 Urbanization is in 
part an expression of climate-driven migration and has become the dominant feature of human 
settlement patterns over the past century. With intensifying climate change and continued decline in 
arable land, urbanization will accelerate in the future. Over the next several decades, the largest urban 
population increases are expected to occur in coastal areas (particularly in Asia and Africa) most 
vulnerable to rising sea levels. By 2015, there are expected to be 60 mega-cities in the world, each with a 
population of ten million or more people. 34 
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Information Technology Revolution | This century will be marked by the continued burgeoning revolution 
in information technology and globalization.35 The technology revolution can empower both people 
seeking democracy and repressive tyrants.36 Connection technologies will add to the strains of developing 
countries, forcing them to become more open and accountable.  It will also give governments new tools 
to constrain opposition and be repressive.37  
 

What Are Potential Opportunities for International NGOs? 
 
New Roles in a New Landscape | With the rise of the BRICs, the influence of traditional donors (such as 
the U.S.) on development thinking and policy may wane. Since these donors are still significant for many 
INGOs, this shift will have important implications. In addition, with most of the poorest billion of the 
global population residing in middle-income countries, INGOs will have to find ways to work productively 
within those countries in order to tackle poverty.   
 
The Growth in Climate Financing | The response to climate change will provide some new opportunities. 
Climate finance is potentially a major new source of development finance.  For example, global foreign aid 
(ODA) was worth $120 billion in 2008, and emissions trading (though still in its infancy) was worth $64 
billion in that same year.  If developing countries had emission targets set on an equitable basis, such as 
equal per capita entitlements, emissions trading could become a larger force for poverty reduction than 
foreign aid.38 
 
A Surge in Private Development Assistance | International aid flows from private philanthropic sources in 
industrialized countries to developing countries have increased over the past several years.  Private 
development assistance (PDA) includes private funds that flow through INGOs, foundations, individual 
philanthropists, corporations, universities, diaspora groups and religious congregations.  In 2008, total 
PDA from fourteen industrialized countries totaled $49 billion.39  PDA is thought to be on an upward 
trend, especially in the U.S., where the wave of successful entrepreneurs entering the world of 
international philanthropy continues.40   
 
The Promise of Technology and Social Media | Technologies are shifting the nature of civil society, with 
web sites replacing physical offices and local groups using free, open-source platforms instead of having 
to rely on foreign donors.41 The continued growth of information and communication technologies will 
transform how NGOs network and build relationships.  The rise of new media presents opportunities and 
challenges: social networking tools provide a good avenue for dissemination of messages, but in order to 
remain relevant and competitive, organizations must continuously interact with and influence audiences 
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through such tools.42 Technology will continue to offer alternative ways of advancing field programs in 
health, microfinance and other sectors.  
 
The Imperative to Collaborate | Along with the proliferation of actors and fragmentation of efforts, there 
has been a surge in collaborative efforts.  Issue-based coalitions such as the TckTckTck campaign on 
climate change, Publish What You Pay and The Global Call to Action Against Poverty (GCAP) are growing in 
relevance as NGOs and civil society groups seek mechanisms to amplify their voice, coordinate their 
messages and break through the clutter to have influence. The trend toward increasing collaboration is 
likely to continue into the future. 
 
A New U.S. Global Development Policy | In advancing its new U.S. global development policy, the Obama 
administration indicates that it will pay greater attention to the principles of the Paris Declaration on Aid 
Effectiveness, including country ownership and accountability.43  This means a greater role for recipient 
states in the development process, since more foreign aid will be channeled through recipient nations’ 
governments and local organizations.  The shift in U.S. development policy includes an increased focus on 
evaluating impact.44   
 

What are the Major Implications for U.S.-based INGOs in the Future? 
 
Geographic Focus | Many INGOs have long focused their efforts in rural areas in developing countries, 
where there no doubt will continue to be significant need. Yet intensifying urbanization and climate-
related migration will make addressing urban poverty an urgent need.  The majority of the poorest billion 
people will live in middle-income countries like China, Brazil and India – and this will make addressing 
inequality an important need.45  In order to have significant development impact, INGOs will need to be 
capable of effectively addressing urban poverty and finding new roles and modes of work in middle-
income countries (many middle-income countries do not view poverty within their borders as a matter 
requiring foreign assistance). 
 
Identity | The paradigm of foreign aid, decreasing in influence as a driver of development, is very much 
tied to the post-World War II world order, which was dominated by Northern countries.  Most INGOs 
were born in those northern countries and, although they are part of international confederations or 
federations, they still have strong Northern identities.  Changing their identity in substantive ways (e.g. by 
reflecting true Southern representation and power in governance systems) will be important to how 
INGOs function and are perceived, especially in middle-income countries and low-income countries, and 
this will influence the roles they can play and the impact they can achieve. 
 
Independence | The principle of independence is one of the critical distinctive features of INGOs, and all 
INGOs hold that principle dear.  Preserving independence in the complex situations in which INGOs work 
is always rife with dilemmas and tensions.  However, the growing politicization of humanitarian and 
development aid (especially from the U.S. government) and the substantial dependence of many U.S. 
INGOs on U.S. government funding sets U.S. INGOs on a course to confront the fundamental question of 
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whether accepting U.S. government funding compromises INGO independence, especially in areas of 
armed conflict. 
 
Convergence and Collaboration | Poverty, food insecurity, climate change, conflict, illness, rapid 
urbanization and disasters will converge to present multiple simultaneous crises.  The complexity of these 
issues and the growing sophistication of INGOs will call for increasing collaboration – with usual and 
unusual suspects. As NGOs aspire to engage in social change efforts, for example, collaboration with social 
movements in southern countries will become important. As the impact of climate change on 
development and humanitarian crisis becomes clear, collaborating systematically with environmental 
groups will become important.   
 


