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Executive Summary 
 
The Asian Development Bank (ADB) reformed its technical assistance (TA) policy in 2008. ADB 
formulated the 2008 TA reforms largely based on a 2007 study by the Independent Evaluation 
Department and an assessment by an interdepartmental task force. These studies identified the 
following weaknesses in ADB’s TA program: (i) insufficient synergy between TA and lending 
operations, (ii) lengthy processing procedures, (iii) overemphasis on processing relative to 
implementation, and (iv) insufficient ownership by developing member countries (DMCs).  
 
To overcome these weaknesses and increase the effectiveness of TA operations, reforms were 
proposed in four areas: (i) strengthening TA planning, (ii) streamlining processing procedures, 
(iii) improving the management of TA resources, and (iv) enhancing the management of TA 
operations.  
 
These reforms improved TA operations. ADB more closely integrated TA planning into country 
programming, which enhanced the synergy between TA and lending operations. It also helped 
increase DMC ownership, since country programming involves extensive consultations with 
DMC governments. ADB streamlined TA processing procedures and substantially shortened 
TA processing time. A risk-based review process was introduced to ensure the quality of TA 
design, while keeping processing efficient. ADB mobilized larger external funds and aligned 
them closely with Strategy 2020. To strengthen TA implementation, ADB dedicated more staff to 
TA implementation relative to TA processing. However, the reforms did not make sufficient 
progress in some areas. For example, the links between regional TA and country programming 
are still weak. The delegation of TA administration from headquarters to resident missions and 
executing agencies did not increase as expected.   
 
Since the adoption of the reforms in 2008, TA performance has shown signs of improvement. 
The success rates of TA completion reports have improved since 2009, although these are self-
evaluations and need to be interpreted with caution. More of ADB’s external stakeholders 
perceived ADB as an excellent source of knowledge on development issues. 
 
ADB’s TA operations can be improved further. To assess the overall development impacts of TA 
operations, a more systematic and in-depth review may be needed. The Independent 
Evaluation Department is conducting a thematic evaluation study of TA operations, which is 
scheduled for completion in early 2014.  
 
 



 

I. INTRODUCTION 

1. Technical assistance (TA) plays a vital role in Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
operations. It helps ADB’s developing member countries (DMCs) prepare projects, improves 
their capacities, supports analytical work, and promotes policy reforms. TA is also a key 
instrument to achieve one of ADB’s objectives under Strategy 2020: providing knowledge 
solutions for development.1 As income levels of DMCs rise and their access to private capital 
improves, ADB’s role as a knowledge solution provider will become increasingly important.  
  
2. ADB periodically reviews its TA policy,2 and the most recent one was conducted in 2008. 
ADB’s TA operations rapidly expanded when the TA policy was reviewed in 2008 (Box 1). The 
review was based on a study by the Independent Evaluation Department (IED)3 and other 
assessments by an interdepartmental task force.4 The studies identified several weaknesses in 
ADB’s TA operations: (i) insufficient synergy between TA and lending operations, (ii) lengthy 
processing procedures, (iii) overemphasis on processing relative to implementation, and (iv) 
insufficient ownership by DMCs.  
 
3. To overcome these weaknesses and improve the effectiveness of TA operations, 
reforms were proposed in four areas in 2008: (i) strengthening TA planning, (ii) streamlining 
processing procedures, (iii) improving the management of TA resources, and (iv) enhancing the 
management of TA operations. This paper reviews the implementation of the reforms. Progress 
is assessed against the target indicators in the monitoring framework that was established 
under the 2008 reforms. The assessments are based on available documents, data, and 
interviews. The reforms, target indicators, and assessments are summarized in appendix 1.  
 
 

 
Box 1: Evolution of Technical Assistance Operations 

 
The technical assistance (TA) operations of the Asian Development Bank expanded from an annual 
average of $211 million in 2003–2007 to $305 million in 2008–2012. TA approvals peaked in 2011 at 
$359 million, followed by a decline to $298 million in 2012. The mobilization of external financing has 
been the primary driver for this expansion of TA operations, especially in recent years.   
 
While the number of TA approvals has also risen, it has been modest compared with the increase in the 
amount of approvals. The average TA size grew from $0.73 million in 2003–2007 to $0.94 million in 
2008–2012.  
 
Although the growth of TA operations was slower than the growth of loans and grants from 2004 to 2009, 
the trend reversed recently. The ratio of TA approvals to loan and grant approvals declined from 3.5% in 
2004 to 1.7% in 2009, and then increased to 2.3%–2.6% in 2010–2012. 
 

                                                
1
 ADB. 2008. Strategy 2020: The Long-Term Strategic Framework of the Asian Development Bank, 2008–2020. 

Manila.  
2
 ADB. 1997. Review of the Bank’s Technical Assistance Operations. Manila; ADB. 2002. Review of the 

Management and Effectiveness of Technical Assistance Operations of the Asian Development Bank. Manila; and 
ADB. 2008. Increasing the impact of the Asian Development Bank’s Technical Assistance Program. Manila. 

3
 ADB. 2007. Special Evaluation Study: Performance of Technical Assistance. Manila 

4
 ADB established a TA reform task force in 2005 to review the strengths and weaknesses of ADB’s TA operations 

and measures to improve TA performance. 
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Figure 1: Technical Assistance Approvals 

 
       JSF = Japan Special Fund, JFPR = Japan Fund for Poverty Reduction, TA = technical assistance,  
       TASF =  Technical Assistance Special Fund. 
       Source: Asian Development Bank.  

 

 
 

II. REVIEW OF THE 2008 TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE REFORM IMPLEMENTATION 

A. Strengthening Technical Assistance Planning 
 
4. To achieve synergy between TA and lending operations, ADB more closely integrated 
TA planning into country programming. A larger share of TA projects was included in country or 
subregional programming documents. Nevertheless, the links between regional TA and country 
and subregional programming remain weak, particularly for regional TA by non-operations 
departments. This indicates a need for closer cross-department coordination. ADB’s TA 
supports region-wide research and knowledge products that may not arise directly from country 
or subregional programming. ADB established a strategic forum to guide ADB’s research and 
development TA. The forum identified strategic priorities, and research and development 
TA projects were aligned with them. However, it is not clear whether these priority areas 
effectively guided the selection of research themes. To save staff resources for 
administrative tasks, ADB managed to control the number of active TA portfolio despite a 
rapid increase in TA budget. 
 

1. Integrate Technical Assistance and Lending Operations  

5. Under the 2008 TA reforms, stronger integration of TA planning with country and 
subregional programming was proposed. The target was to have 75% of country-specific TA 
projects planned through the county partnership strategy (CPS) or regional cooperation 
strategy (RCS) framework by 2011.5 Table 1 shows that the number of country-specific TA 
projects included in a CPS, RCS, country operations business plan (COBP), or regional 
cooperation operations business plan (RCOBP)  increased from 52% of total TA in 2007 to 82% 

                                                
5
 Knowledge Management Directions and Action Plan (2013–2015) reiterates that the CPS and other programming 

exercises should be the foundations on which a program of knowledge solutions is built and executed. ADB. 2013. 
Knowledge Management Directions and Action Plan (2013–2015): Supporting “Finance ++” at the ADB. Manila. 
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in 2011, followed by a decline to 71% in 2012.6  
 

Table 1: Technical Assistance Included in a Country  
or Subregional Programming Document 

(% of technical assistance approvals)  

2007 2011 2012 

Country-
Specific TA 

Regional TA Country-
Specific TA 

Regional TA Country-
Specific TA 

Regional TA 

52 40 82 50 71 55 

TA = technical assistance. 
Note: Regional departments only. 
Source: Asian Development Bank.  

6. To effectively link TA with country programming, the 2008 TA reforms proposed that 
COBPs include summary tables by sector and theme with all types of planned operations, 
including loans, grants, and TA. Although most COBPs did not include such tables, CPSs 
included sector roadmaps, which covered all planned operations including TA projects. 
Some departments initiated additional measures to integrate their knowledge works with 
country programming. For example, the Southeast Asia Department started developing a 
knowledge plan that articulated the roles of ADB’s knowledge works and laid out the 
assistance program in each sector.7 The closer integration of TA with lending operations 
strengthened the synergy between them. Since CPSs are developed through extensive 
consultations with DMCs, the integration of TA planning into CPSs helped increase DMCs’ 
ownership.  

7. The links between regional TA and country or subregional programming are weaker 
compared with country-specific TA. The number of regional TA projects that were included in a 
country or subregional programming document was 40% in 2007 and 55% in 2012, even for 
regional TA by operations departments (Table 1). Except in a few cases, regional TA projects 
by non-operations departments were not included in a country or subregional programming 
document, indicating a need for closer cross-department coordination and alignment. The 
current practice of interdepartmental review does not ensure coordination because the concept 
papers and TA papers of regional TA do not always specify countries that will be covered. 
Although some TA projects support region-wide research that is not directly linked to country 
programming, most TA projects by non-operations departments were not used for such 
research.8   

8.  To integrate regional TA more closely with other operations and promote DMC 
ownership, all TA proposals—including regional TA by non-operations departments—should be 
included in a country or subregional programming document to the extent possible. For regional 
TA projects that are not included in such programming documents, coordination and alignment 
with country operations could be achieved by requiring a review or clearance of the concept 

                                                
6
 PSOD’s nonsovereign TA projects are excluded since most of them are not part of a country programming 

document because of confidentiality and the indicative nature of PSOD’s program. 
7
 A knowledge plan for the Philippines was approved as an attachment to the COBP, 2013–2015. Knowledge plans 

are planned for inclusion in Thailand’s CPS, 2013–2017 and Viet Nam’s COBP, 2013–2015.  
8
 During 2009–2012, non-operations department used 43% of their TA resources for capacity development TA, 

followed by 39% for research and development TA, 12% for policy and advisory TA, and 6% for project preparatory 
TA. 
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paper by the concerned country directors.9 The concept papers and TA papers for regional TA 
projects need to specify the countries and the expected activities in each country.  
 

2. Strategically Guide Research and Development Technical Assistance  

9. ADB’s TA supports region-wide research and knowledge products that may not directly 
arise from country or subregional programming. In 2008, ADB established a forum to provide 
strategic guidance for ADB’s research and development.10 The forum identified five priority 
areas for research and development TA: (i) promoting inclusive growth, (ii) addressing 
climate change for sustainable development, (iii) facilitating knowledge for regional 
integration, (iv) providing support to address increasing commodity prices, and (v) 
understanding demographic changes and implications for urban development. All 
research and development TA projects approved during 2009–2012 were aligned with 
one of the five priority areas, surpassing the 75% target (Table 2).  

10. However, it is not clear whether the priority areas effectively guided the selection 
of research themes. Some priority areas were so broad and covered wide arrays of 
research and development TA projects, while other priority areas had only a few  projects. 
For example, 70 research and development TA projects were classified as “promoting 
inclusive growth” with varying degree of relevance. Only one was classified as “providing 
support to address increasing commodity prices” and two as “understanding demographic 
changes and implications for urban development” during 2009–2012. Although the five priority 
areas were discussed and established at the strategic forum, the selection of research themes 
of individual research and development TA projects and the allocation of resources were left to 
the departments.  

Table 2: Number of Approved Research and Development Technical Assistance Projects 
 (2009–2012) 

Priority Areas Number  % 

Promoting Inclusive Growth 70 56

Addressing Climate Change for Sustainable Development 15 12

Facilitating Knowledge for Regional Integration 36 29

Providing Support to Address Increasing Commodity Prices 1 1

Understanding Demographic Changes and Implications for 

Urban Development

2 2

Total research and development TA 124 100  
Source: Asian Development Bank.  

11. The selection of research themes needs to be more balanced and effectively aligned 
with the identified priority areas.11 The Knowledge Management Directions and Action Plan 

                                                
9
 Regional research and development TA projects may be excluded from this requirement if they support long-term 

strategic research that does not target particular countries or subregion. Under the current framework, TA is 
processed in principle after it has been included in a country or subregional programming document with concept 
paper clearance by the head of department (OM D12/OP, para. 5). For a TA proposal that is not included in a 
country or subregional programming document, the concept paper needs to be approved by the respective vice-
president.  

10
 The 2008 TA policy paper (footnote 4) stipulates in para. 15: “The strategic forum will (i) review previous activities 
and the status of operations funded through RDTA; (ii) identify key development challenges; and (iii) define ADB’s 
medium-term research program by identifying four or five priority areas for the coming 3-year period.” The strategic 
forum was held more than once a year as originally planned during 2008–2011. 

11
 It may be useful to validate whether the proposed research themes are effectively aligned with the selected 
priorities. 
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replaced the strategic forum with the knowledge forum.12 In July 2013, the President chaired the 
first knowledge forum, which discussed the environment and direction of ADB’s knowledge 
operations. The forum is expected to provide strategic guidance for ADB’s knowledge 
operations. 

3. Redefine Technical Assistance Types by Outcome  

12. The 2008 TA reform introduced four TA categories by outcomes: (i) project preparatory, 
( i i )  capacity development,  ( i i i )  pol icy and advisory,  and (iv) research and 
development.13 These new categories were intended to enable ADB to track TA operations 
by outcome and improve planning. As proposed, all TA projects have been classified by 
outcome since 2009. Capacity development TA accounted for the largest share in terms of 
amount (51% of total approvals during 2009–2012), followed by policy and advisory TA 
(21%), project preparatory TA (20%), and research and development TA (9%).14 Appendix 
2 provides more details. 

4. Control Technical Assistance Portfolio Size 

13. To save staff resources for administrative tasks and better focus on priority areas, ADB 
has controlled the size of the TA portfolio. In 2005, Management capped the number of new TA 
approvals. Under the 2008 TA reforms, the cap on new TA approvals was replaced with a 
ceiling on the number of active TA projects to ensure timely closure of older TA projects.  
Project preparatory TA was excluded to ensure the design quality of the expanding portfolio 
of loans and grants. The target ceiling for active non-project preparatory TA projects was set 
at 750 by 2011. The actual number of active TA projects was 759 at the end of 2011, slightly 
overshooting the target ceiling because the budget for new TA approvals grew faster than 
expected under the 2008 TA reforms (Table 3).15  

14. The increase in the number of TA projects appears modest compared with the increase 
in the budget for new approvals. The number of active TA projects depends on the total 
budget for new approvals, the average size of TA projects, and the implementation period of 
TA projects. Data show that the average size increased and the implementation period 
became shorter, implying that the number of active TA portfolio increased naturally because 
of a larger budget for new approvals.  
 

Table 3: Number of Active Non-Project Preparatory Technical Assistance 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Ceiling

(2011) 2012

720 640 667 739 759 750 798  
           Source: Asian Development Bank.  
 
 

                                                
12

 ADB. 2013. Knowledge Management Directions and Action Plan (2013-15): Supporting “Finance ++” at the ADB. 
Manila 

13
 Before the 2008 TA policy, TA projects were categorized as project preparatory TA, advisory TA, and 
regional TA.  

14
 Some TA projects cover multiple outcomes. For example, where TA supports capacity development and 
policy advisory, the TA project tends to be classified as capacity development TA. 

15
 Although the size of TA operation was assumed at $300 million per year, the actual size exceeded it in 2011–2012, 
mainly because of the mobilization of large external resources. 
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B. Streamlining Processing Procedures 
 
15. One of the weaknesses of ADB’s TA operations was the lengthy processing procedures. 
The 2008 TA reforms simplified those procedures and delegated the approving authority to a 
lower level. As a result, ADB substantially reduced TA processing time from concept clearance 
to approval. ADB also streamlined the process for obtaining a DMC’s consent to implement a 
TA project, which reduced time from TA approval to effectiveness.  
 

1. Simplify Processing Procedure and Delegating Approving Authority 

16. The 2008 TA reforms simplified the approval procedure for project preparatory TA. 
Before 2008, both a concept paper and a TA paper had to be prepared and approved before 
starting a project preparatory TA project. The 2008 TA reforms eliminated the requirement to 
prepare a TA paper for a project preparatory TA. Approval of a TA paper was replaced with 
approval of the final concept paper that was prepared by refining the approved initial concept 
paper. The project preparatory TA processing procedures were simplified further in 2010 with 
the introduction of the streamlined business processes, 16  which discontinued the two-step 
approval process of the initial and the final concept papers. A TA project can now be started 
upon approval of a single concept paper. 
 
 

 

Figure 2: Technical Assistance Approvals by Approving Authority  
(number of approvals) 

 
 

          HOD = head of department, VP = vice-president. 
         Source: Asian Development Bank. 

 

 
 
17. The 2008 TA reforms delegated TA approval authority to a lower level. Before 2008, 
TA projects for more than $1.0 million required approval by the Board of Directors. The 2008 

                                                
16

 ADB. 2009. Better and Faster Loan Delivery. Manila.  
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TA reforms raised the threshold to $1.5 million. The approval authority for smaller TA was 
further delegated to the vice-presidents.17 The ceiling for small-scale TA was increased from 
$150,000 to $225,000, and the approving authority was changed from the vice-president to 
the head of department. 18  Consequently more TA projects were approved by heads of 
departments and vice-presidents since 2008 (Figure 2). 
 
18. As a result of these reforms, TA processing time was substantially reduced, although it 
still fell short of the target. The median project preparatory TA processing time (from concept 
clearance to approval) was shortened from 190 days in 2007 to 116 days in 2009, against the 
target of 77 days (Figure 3).19 For non-project preparatory TA, the median processing time was 
cut from 229 days in 2007 to 96 days in 2012. No target was set for non-project preparatory TA. 
 
 

 

Figure 3: Technical Assistance Processing Time 
(median days) 

 
PPTA = project preparatory technical assistance. 
Note: The processing time from the concept clearance to approval cannot be 
defined for 2010–2012. Under the streamlined business processes, only the final 
concept paper is required, and prior approval of the initial concept paper 
became unnecessary 
Source: Asian Development Bank 

 
 

2. Adopt a No-Objection Approach to Technical Assistance Letter 

19. Before 2008, following ADB’s approval of a TA project, it was required to send a TA 
letter to the concerned government and obtain its counter-signature to make the TA 
effective. Because significant delays often occurred at this stage, the 2008 TA reforms 
introduced a no-objection approach, under which the government’s approval was deemed 
obtained unless an explicit objection was raised during a certain period.  

                                                
17

 Before 2008, the vice-presidents could approve TA for less than $0.5 million. The 2008 TA policy raised the 
threshold to $1.5 million for project preparatory TA and $0.75 million for other types of TA.  

18
 Before 2008, the approving authority for small-scale TA projects was the vice-president, although the processing 
procedure was simpler than for regular TA projects. 

19
 The processing time from concept clearance to approval cannot be defined for 2010–2012. Under the streamlined 
business processes, only the final concept paper is required, and prior approval of the initial concept paper became 
unnecessary.  
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20. About half of the TA projects approved during 2009–2012 took the no-objection 
approach. As a result, the time from TA approval to effectiveness was shortened from 38 
median days in 2007 to 23 median days in 2009. Since the adoption of the no-objection 
approach is subject to the consent from the concerned governments, the 90% target set under 
the 2008 TA reforms appears overly ambitious. Some governments asked ADB to maintain the 
counter-signature requirement on TA letters.  

C. Improving Technical Assistance Resource Management 
 
21. The 2008 TA reforms introduced measures to improve TA resource management. 
Project preparatory TA resources were allocated based on effective demands linked with 
planned investment projects. ADB successfully mobilized larger external funds, which helped to 
expand TA operations. By using financing partnership facilities (FPFs), TA was more closely 
aligned with the Strategy 2020 priority areas.  
 

1. Rationalize Technical Assistance Resources Allocation 

22. The 2008 TA reforms proposed that TA resources be allocated to project preparatory TA 
based on the number of investment projects to be prepared and the average project preparatory TA 
cost. Then Management was to make an overall allocation to the research and development TA 
program, taking into account the priorities identified by the strategic forum. Finally, funds for 
capacity development TA and policy and advisory TA were to be allocated to the operations 
groups. Under the current framework, the Strategy and Policy Department (SPD) allocates TA 
resources to the vice-president groups, which then make allocations within their group.20 In 
allocating resources to vice-president groups, SPD estimates the effective demands for project 
preparatory TA based on the number of planned investment projects and the average project 
preparatory TA cost, as proposed under the 2008 TA reforms. Allocations within vice-president 
groups broadly follow SPD’s estimates.  

23. Rather than making the overall allocation to research and development TA, ADB began 
in 2011 to provide TA resources to corporate priority TA projects separately from the regular TA 
budget. The corporate priority TA projects were mostly research and development TA. TA 
projects that are important to support corporate priority agendas and benefit multiple 
departments are eligible for this corporate TA allocation. A total of 23 TA projects amounting to 
$29 million were funded with the corporate TA allocation for 2011–2013 approval. Although the 
strategic forum was expected to play an important role in managing the overall resources for 
research and development TA, the forum did not discuss TA resource allocations because of 
potential conflicts of interest.21   

2. Align Externally Funded Technical Assistance through Financing Partnership 
Facilities 

24. Increasing contributions from external donors helped ADB expand TA operations. 
However, the proliferation of trust funds caused concerns about administrative efficiency and 
their alignment with ADB’s priority areas. The 2008 TA reforms proposed using FPFs, which 
support broad themes (currently water, regional cooperation, clean energy, and urban) consistent 
with the priority areas of Strategy 2020. By channeling funds through FPFs, TA projects were 
aligned more closely with Strategy 2020. During 2010–2012, 83% of TA operations were in 

                                                
20

 ADB. 2008. Technical Assistance. Operations Manual. OM D12/OP. Manila.. 
21

 Since the strategic forum was chaired by a vice-president, there were concerns with deciding resource allocation 
among vice-president groups at the forum. 
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Strategy 2020 priority areas, exceeding the 80% target.22 

25.  Major trust funds became part of FPFs and a significant portion of funding from the trust 
funds was channeled through FPFs (Figure 4). The funding through FPFs peaked in 2010 and 
declined in recent years, reflecting donors’ preference for cofinaicing specific TA over 
contribution to FPFs. Some FPFs support both TA and investment projects, and lumpy funding 
for investment projects affects resources available for TA. FPFs are open to contributions from 
any donor and follow the standard FPF guidelines and procedures, which has increased ADB’s 
administrative efficiency in managing donor contributions. 

 

 
Figure 4: Technical Assistance Funding through  

Financing Partnership Facilities 
 

 
 
FPF = financing partnership facility, RCI = regional cooperation integration. 
Source: Asian Development Bank.  

 

D. Enhancing Technical Assistance Operation Management 
 
26. The 2008 TA reforms introduced various measures to enhance the management of TA 
operations. To ensure the quality of TA design while keeping processing efficient, a risk-based 
review process was introduced. An assessment of TA design and monitoring frameworks 
(DMFs) shows improvement in the quality of TA design.23 The 2008 TA reforms recognized that 
ADB focused more on processing and design than implementation and supervision. To improve 
TA implementation, ADB redirected staff resources from processing to implementation. ADB 
tried to realign the roles of headquarters in TA operations, but delegation of TA administration to 
resident missions or DMC executing agencies did not increase as planned.  
 
 
 

                                                
22

 Among TA funded with external funds, TA operations in Strategy 2020 priority areas accounted for 91% during 
2009–2012.   

23
 ADB. 2009, 2010, 2011. Design and Monitoring Framework Quality Assessment Report. Manila  
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1. Risk-Based Review Process 

27. The risk-based approach was introduced in 2008 to review capacity development TA, 
policy and advisory TA, and research and development TA (non-project preparatory TA) 
projects. Non-project preparatory TA projects were classified as more complex (category A) 
and less complex (category B), and a more rigorous review process with an expert panel was 
applied to more complex TA projects.24 During 2009–2012, category A TA projects accounted for 
21% of the total in terms of number and 28% in terms of value.25 The 2008 TA reform shortened 
TA processing time (para. 18); the reduction was larger for category B TA than for category A TA. 
This indicates that more complex TA projects were prepared carefully with a longer preparation 
period.  
 
28. Under the 2008 TA reforms, a more comprehensive training program was proposed to 
improve TA quality. A number of training programs were provided on project design and 
implementation, including quality assurance of the DMF. However, most training did not 
specifically focus on TA.  
 
29. As a result of these measures, the quality of TA DMFs improved, according to DMF 
quality assessment reports by the Operations Services and Financial Management Department. 
The 2008 TA reforms set a target for the quality of TA DMFs at 75% in 2008 and 85% in 2010. 
The DMF quality assessment reports show that the quality score of TA DMFs improved to about 
80% in most parameters (Figure 5).26 
 
 

Figure 5: Quality of Technical Assistance  
Design and Monitoring Framework 

 
Source: Design and Monitoring Framework Quality Assessment Reports (2009, 2010, 2011)  

 
 
                                                
24

 In some cases, less complex TA projects were also reviewed by the expert panel. 
25

 The 2008 TA policy assumed that 20% of TA would be classified as complex TA projects. 
26

 A five point rating system was applied to the criteria where: all = always met; mostly = >50% met; few = <50% met; 
none = none met; N.A. = not applicable. The score for each individual criterion was multiplied by 1.0 for all, 0.75 for 
mostly, 0.25 for few and 0 for none and summed up. To aggregate the individual criterion scores for a dimension, 
weights were assigned to each criterion. 
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2. Redirect Staff Resources to Technical Assistance Implementation 

30. The 2008 TA reform proposed redirecting resources from TA processing to 
implementation, which tended to receive less attention and undermined the effectiveness of TA 
operations. The shortened TA processing time helped to allocate more staff resources to 
implementation. Business travel data indicated a shift of staff time from TA processing to 
implementation. 27  The ratio of field days of TA administration missions to TA processing 
missions increased from 2.36 in 2007 to 3.25–3.48 in 2008–2011 and 5.12 in 2012 (Table 4). 
The Budget, Personnel and Management Systems Department conducts surveys on the 
distribution of overall staff time, including those in the headquarters and during missions, 
although they are available only from 2009. The survey results show a similar trend to the 
business travel data. The ratio of staff time for TA administration to TA processing was stable 
during 2009–2011, and increased in 2012. 

Table 4: Ratio of Field Days of Technical Assistance Administration Missions 
to Processing Missions 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

2.36 3.31 3.48 3.25 3.32 5.12  
Source: Asian Development Bank.  

3. Increase the Role of the Resident Mission 

31. The 2008 TA reforms proposed increasing the role of resident missions in TA 
administration to take advantage of their proximity to DMC clients. However, TA administered 
by resident missions slightly declined from 2007 (22% of active TA projects by operations 
departments in terms of number) to 2012 (19%), and remained below the target (29% in 2010) 
(Table 5). The 29% target appears overly ambitious, given that project preparatory TA accounts 
for 20% of the TA portfolio and regional TA accounts for 37%,28 and these are unlikely to be 
administered by resident missions. 
  
32. However, the effective involvement of resident missions was more substantial than the 
figures imply. TA is viewed as being administered by a resident mission only if the team leader 
is resident mission staff. Resident mission staff effectively joined TA operations as a project 
team member in many TA projects, even when led by a headquarters staff. Some of the TA 
projects “administered by headquarters” were processed and administered physically in the 
resident missions, because the team leader was assigned to headquarters but outposted to a 
resident mission. The Central and West Asia Department implements a joint venture approach 
to fully share the responsibility of TA operations between headquarters and resident missions. 
 

Table 5: Technical Assistance Administered by Resident Missions 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

TA administered resident missions 158 147 113 125 112 130

Total TA administered by operation departments 733 628 663 725 665 694

% of TA administered by resident missions 22% 23% 17% 17% 17% 19%  
TA = technical assistance. 
Note: The Central and West Asia Department is excluded because of the joint venture agreement between 
headquarters and resident missions. 
Source: Asian Development Bank. 

                                                
27

 Travel data may not be accurate because staff tend to combine missions for TA and loan operations to save travel 
budget, and the combined missions were often recorded as for the loan. 

28
 In terms of number of active TA projects in December 2012. 
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4. Gradually Delegate Technical Assistance Administration to Executing 
Agencies 

33. The 2008 TA reforms proposed gradually delegating TA administration to executing 
agencies in DMCs. This measure was expected to improve TA quality by enhancing DMC 
ownership and enabling ADB to redirect resources from administrative tasks to the 
substance of the TA operation. The delegation of TA administration to executing agencies 
was introduced in 2003 on a pilot basis. The 2008 TA reforms set a target of 5%–10% of TA 
projects to be administered by executing agencies in 2010.  

34. The administration of 14 TA projects in the People’s Republic of China was delegated 
to executing agencies during 2008–2012. 29  After eight projects were delegated in 2010 
(2.4% of the total TA number), the number of delegated TA was reduced to two per year in 
2011–2012 (0.6%). The experiences indicate that ADB’s saving of administrative resource 
was not substantial, and it is not clear if the delegation enhanced the executing agencies’ 
ownership and their supervision of consultants (Box 2). The capacity building of executing 
agencies to manage TA projects turned out to be difficult because each one typically 
administers only one TA project. Delegation of TA administration may continue with executing 
agencies that have or can develop sufficient capacity through multiple TA projects.  

 
Box 2: Capacity Building for ICT-Based Industrial Waste Management 

 
The Technical Assistance (TA) for Capacity Building for ICT-Based Industrial Waste Management in 
the People’s Republic of China is an example of a TA project that delegated administration to the 
executing agency.a The TA aimed to strengthen capacity for the development and maintenance of the 
industrial waste management information system. The Ministry of Environmental Protection (MEP) was 
the executing agency; the Environmental Development Center (EDC) under the MEP was the 
implementing agency. The EDC was responsible for the selection and recruitment of consultants, and the 
supervision of the TA activities under the oversight of the MEP.  The TA was rated highly successful, and 
the executing agency’s performance was assessed satisfactory.b  
 
The TA was expected to be completed in March 2012, but was extended for 6 months to September 2012 
because of the executing agency’s lack of familiarity with ADB procedures. The TA was the second one 
delegated to the MEP, although it was the first time for the EDC to be the implementing agency. The 
technical assistance completion report acknowledged that the executing agency had difficulty in following 
ADB procedures and requirements on disbursement, and in providing timely feedback and guidance to 
the consultant team. ADB provided considerably more guidance and administrative support than with 
non-delegated TA projects.  
 
The MEP demonstrated strong ownership of the TA. However, it is not clear if the delegation of TA 
administration was the key factor for the strong ownership. The technical assistance completion report 
pointed out that the TA was formulated through extensive consultations with the government, and the 
activities were part of a larger government program to establish policies and regulations on industrial 
waste management. These factors contributed to strong government ownership.  
 
a 

ADB. 2010. Technical Assistance Report: Capacity Building for ICT-Based Industrial Waste Management. 

Manila 
b 

ADB. 2013. Technical Assistance Completion Report: Capacity Building for ICT-Based Industrial Waste 
Management. Manila 
 

                                                
29

 ADB and the Government of the People’s Republic of China jointly identified TA projects to be delegated to 
executing agencies. 
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5. Improve Feedback Mechanism 

35. The 2008 TA reforms recognized that, given the limited number of TA post-evaluation 
reports by IED, the objectivity and quality of staff’s evaluations in TA completion reports 
(TCRs) needed to be improved. The 2008 TA reforms proposed enhancing TCRs by 
including feedback from executing agencies and TA consultants. ADB is still working to fully 
introduce this proposal, which was initiated but not fully adopted. TA often includes minor 
follow-up activities after the key activities, and requires some period for financial closure after 
physical completion. Because TCRs were prepared after the completion of all activities, the 
time lag made it difficult to collect feedback from those involved with key activities. Collecting 
feedback was difficult for some regional TA projects because they did not have active DMC 
counterparts. The 2008 TA reforms also proposed that IED assess the role of TA in the 
context of country assistance program evaluations, sector evaluation studies, and special 
studies, rather than conducting post-evaluations of individual TA projects. This proposal has 
been implemented. 
 
36. The 2008 TA reforms expected development of a web-based knowledge database that 
would contain lessons from and final reports of TA, and be accessible by staff and the 
public.30 The database was expected to increase feedback by facilitating the sharing of TA 
reports among staff and with external readers. Although it is not a web-based database open 
to the public, a document repository system (eStar) was developed to facilitate sharing of 
documents, including TA reports within ADB. Because TA reports and other knowledge 
products are stored not only in eStar but also on various intranet web pages and external web 
pages, an ADB-wide search engine (enterprise search) is planned to be developed to enhance 
search and retrieve capability.31  

 
6. Strengthen Longer-Term Engagement through Technical Assistance Clusters 

37. ADB promoted TA clusters for longer-term and more broad-based engagement with 
DMCs. TA clusters were also expected to save staff resources because individual subprojects 
under a TA cluster can be processed with a simplified procedure. Accounting practices were 
changed so that departments and offices only needed the budget for subprojects to be 
approved in that year, rather than the full amount of the TA cluster.  

38. The use of the TA cluster did not expand as expected. During 2009–2012, only 11 TA 
cluster projects were approved.32 By using a TA cluster, the project team does not need to 
process a TA for each subproject. However, this advantage became less relevant because of 
the streamlining of TA processing. Since each subproject under a TA cluster is counted as one 
TA project, departments that try to limit the number of TA projects do not have an incentive to 
use TA clusters. The longer-term engagement expected under TA clusters is provided through a 
series of small TA projects, large donor-funded TA projects, or consulting services financed 
under multitranche financing facilities. 

                                                
30

 The database was expected to be developed under Information Systems and Technology Strategy II.   
31

 ADB. 2013. Information Systems and Technology Strategy III and Capital Expenditure Requirements: Enabling 
Partnerships and Results-based Management.  Manila.  

32
 Subproject approvals under cluster TA projects increased from 2.5% of total approvals in 2009 to 8.9% in 2012. 
This is largely because of one large cluster TA project (ADB. 2012. Advanced Project Preparedness for Poverty 
Reduction for India Manila). This project included 27 subprojects for a total of $19 million approved in 2009–2012. 

Because only a few cluster TA projects have been approved annually in recent years, subproject approvals are 
unlikely to increase further. 
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III. TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE SUCCESS RATE 

39. TA performance has shown signs of improvement since the adoption of the 2008 
reforms.33 The success rates of TCRs have improved since 2009 and have exceeded the 80% 
target since 2011 (Figure 6).34 However, the success rates need to be interpreted with caution, 
because they are based on self-assessment and tend to be more favorable than IED’s 
assessment.35 Although the TCR rates may be biased, the improving trend would still hold 
unless the bias increased over time. 
 

 
Figure 6: Technical Assistance Success Rates 

 

 
Source: Asian Development Bank.  

 

 
40. A perception survey of ADB’s external stakeholders supported the improving trend of 
ADB’s knowledge works.36 The share of ADB’s external stakeholders who perceived ADB as an 
excellent source of knowledge on development issues increased from 29% in 2009 to 36% in 
2012.  

IV. CONCLUSION  

41. ADB implemented most of the TA reforms proposed in 2008. ADB more closely 
integrated TA planning into country programming, which enhanced the synergy between TA and 
lending operations. ADB streamlined TA processing procedures, and substantially shortened TA 
processing time. ADB mobilized larger external funds and aligned them closely with Strategy 

                                                
33

 The success rate is computed by the year of TCR circulation. Since it takes a few years from TA approval to TCR 
preparation, measures for TA processing do not have an immediate impact on the TCR rating. On the other hand, 
measures for TA implementation have immediate impacts on the TCR rating.  

34
 Low TA success rates in 2008–2009 were to the result of a campaign to close old TA projects, which was 
conducted to strengthen TA portfolio management. TA projects closed in 2008–2009 included older ones with 
challenging issues in difficult environments, which tended to have unsuccessful rates. The Development 
Effectiveness Reports (2008 and 2009) also identified the following factors behind the low ratings: ADB’s 
increasing engagement with countries with fragile and conflict-affected situations, inadequate supervision, rising 
civil unrest and political instability, and more realistic ratings as a result of increasing attention to outcomes and 
their sustainability. 

35
 ADB. 2007. Special Evaluation Study: Performance of Technical Assistance. Manila 

36
 ADB. 2012. 2012 Development Effectiveness Review Report. Manila.  
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2020. To strengthen TA implementation, ADB dedicated more staff to TA implementation 
relative to TA processing.  
 
42. TA performance has shown signs of improvements since the adoption of the TA reforms. 
The success rates of TCRs and external stakeholders’ perception have improved. However, TA 
operations can be improved further, and ADB is exploring new measures. For example, ADB is 
strengthening the management of large and/or complex TA as ADB began administrating 
development partners’ contributions to large TA projects in recent years.37  
 
43. To assess the overall development impact of ADB’s TA operations, a more systematic 
and in-depth review may be needed. IED is conducting a thematic evaluation study of TA 
operation, which is scheduled for completion by early 2014. 
 

                                                
37

 ADB is preparing a staff instruction to ensure proper management and risk control in managing large (more than 
$10 million) and/or complex (multiple ADB departments involved as implementing agency)  TA. 
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ASSESSMENTS OF THE TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE REFORM MONITORING 
FRAMEWORK 

Change proposals Indicators Targets Assessments 

Overall Development Impact 

Monitor and evaluate the corporate 
impact of PPTA, CDTA, PATA, 
and RDTA 
 
PPTA: Develop sustainable 
investment projects 
 
 
CDTA and PATA: Strengthen the 
operations of government 
organizations 
 
 
RDTA: Generate knowledge on 
development challenges in Asia 
and the Pacific  

 
 
 
 
PPTA: Number and 
evaluation rating of loans 
developed through PPTA 

 
CDTA and PATA: Alignment 
with other ADB operations 
(loans, grants) in a country  
 
 
RDTA: Number of academic 
and professional 
publications as a direct 
result of the RDTA 
Significant improvement in 
number of TA projects rated 
successful and highly 
successful 

 
 
 
 
60–70 loan projects 
approved a year 

 
 

Significant correlation 
between TA and other 
ADB operations (grants, 
loans) in any given 
country  
One flagship document 
every 2 years based on 
TA 

 
Increase TA rated 
successful and highly 
successful to 65% in 
2009, 70% in 2010, and 
80% in 2011 

 
 
 
 
Achieved (annually 
123 loans and grants 
approved during 
2009–2012) 
Achieved (82% of TA 
projects included in 
CPS in 2011, and 
71% in 2012) 

 
Achieved 

 
 
 

Achieved (81% in 
2011, 89% in 2012) 

A. Strategic Planning and Programming of TA 

A.1 Redefine the types of TA to 
reflect the outcome of different 
TA products 

A.2 Strengthen TA programming in 
CPSs  
 
 
 

A.3 Guide ADB’s knowledge 
agenda through a strategic 
forum  

A.4 Strategically allocate TA 
resources  

A.5 Control TA portfolio size 
A.6 Strengthen longer-term 

engagement through TA 
clusters  

 

 

Number of PPTA, CDTA, 
and PATA projects planned 
through  the CPS and RCS 
framework 

Number and percentage of 
RDTA projects approved 
based on priorities identified 
by the strategic forum 

Number of active TA 
projects in the portfolio  

 

 

75% of country-specific 
TA planned through the 
CPS and RCS 
framework 

75% of RDTA projects 
support priorities 
identified by the 
strategic forum 

Stable portfolio of 750–
850 active TA projects a 
year  

 

 

Substantially 
achieved (82% in 
2011, 71% in 2012) 

 
Achieved (100% in 
2012) 

 
 

Substantially 
achieved (small 
overshooting 
because of larger 
increase in the 
amount of approvals) 

B.  Design and Processing of TA 

B.1 Identify complex CDTA, PATA, 
and RDTA projects and 
allocate technical inputs 
accordingly  

B.2 Train ADB staff to design 
effective TA 

Significant improvement in 
TA design rating (quality-at-
entry review), in particular 
the quality of  DMFs 

Quality of all TA DMFs 
increases to 75% in 
2008, 80% in 2009 and 
85% in 2010  

 

Substantially 
achieved (most 
indicators reached 
80% in 2011)  
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Change proposals Indicators Targets Assessments 

B.3 Simplify and accelerate PPTA 
 
 
 
 

B.4 Adopt a no-objection approach 
to signing of the TA letter 

Duration of the PPTA 
processing cycle (concept 
paper to fielding of 
consultants) 

Percentage of TA projects 
using no-objection TA letter 
approach to approval 

Processing of PPTA 
projects  reduced from 
166 days to 77 days 

 

TA projects with using 
no objection TA letter 
approach to approval: 
50% in 2009, 90% in 
2010 

Substantially 
achieved (116 days 
in 2009)  

 
 

Not achieved (50% 
in 2011) 
 

 

C.  Implementation of TA 

C.1 Redirect resources from 
processing to implementation 
and supervision 
 
 
 
 

C.2 Gradually delegate TA 
administration to executing 
agencies 
 

C.3 Increase the role of the 
resident mission 

 
C.4 Improve feedback 

mechanisms 

Budgetary resources for TA 
implementation and 
supervision 
 
 
 
 
Number of TA projects 
administered by executing 
agencies 
 
Number of TA projects 
managed by resident 
missions 
Number of TCRs with 
feedback from executing 
agencies and consultants 
Number of thematic or 
sector studies or reports 
published based on TA 

5% increase in budget 
allocation for TA 
implementation and 5% 
decrease in budget 
allocation for TA 
processing from 2009 to 
2011 
5–10% of TA projects 
administered by 
executing agencies in 
2010  
29% of TA projects 
administered by resident 
missions in 2010  
90% of all TCRs based 
on structured feedback 
from stakeholders 
(executing agencies and 
consultants) 

Business travel data 
indicates shift of staff 
time from TA 
processing to 
implantation  

 
 

Not achieved (0.6% 
in 2012) 

 
 
Not achieved (19% 
in 2012) 

 
Not achieved  
 

 D. Financial Management of TA 

D.1 Align trust funds to current 
priorities through financing 
partnerships 
 

D.2 Standardize guidelines for 
trust funds 

D.3 Increase the ceiling for 
delegated TA approval 
authority 

D.4 Increase the ceiling and 
delegate approval 
authority for small-scale 
TA to heads of 
departments 

Stable TA program over the 
medium term 
 
Resources mobilized for TA  

 
 

 
Number of trust funds  
 

Alignment of trust funds with 
LTSF priorities 

TA program: $300 
million a year  

 
TA resources financed 
through trust funds 
increased to $100 
million a year  
Number of trust funds 
reduced to 25 by 2011  
80% of trust funds and 
TA projects aligned with 
ADB priorities as  
described in the long-
term strategic 
framework  

Achieved (average  
$328 million during 
2010–2012) 
Achieved (average 
$132 million 
externally  mobilized 
during 2010–2012) 
Not achieved (36 in 
2012) 
Achieved (83% in 
2009-12) 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, CDTA = capacity development technical assistance, CPS = country partnership strategy, 

DMF = design and monitoring framework, FPF = financing partnership facility, LTSF = long-term strategic framework, PATA 

= policy and advisory technical assistance, PPTA = project preparatory technical assistance, RDTA = research and 
development technical assistance, RCS = regional cooperation strategy, TA = technical assistance, TCR = technical 
assistance completion report 
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TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE APPROVALS, 2009–2012 

PPTA CDTA PATA RDTA

Total 

Non-PPTA TOTAL

Amount in $ million 244.0       633.4       259.6       113.9       1,006.9    1,250.9    

Country-specific TA 215.5       391.5       116.5       0.0 508.0       723.5       
Operation Departments 215.5       391.0       114.2       0.0 505.2       720.6       
Other Departments 0 0.6            2.3            0.0 2.9            2.9            

Regional TA 28.5          241.9       143.1       113.9       498.8       527.4       
Operation Departments 15.6          142.4       117.2       22.4          282.0       297.6       
Other Departments 12.9          99.5          25.8          91.5          216.8       229.8       

Count 333 563 288 132 983 1,316

Country-specific TA 308 361 185 0 546 854
Operation Departments 308 358 180 0 538 846
Other Departments 0 3 5 0 8 8

Regional TA 25 202 103 132 437 462
Operation Departments 16 99 76 22 197 213
Other Departments 9 103 27 110 240 249

Amount (% of total) 19.5          50.6          20.8          9.1            80.5          100.0       

Country-specific TA 17.2          31.3          9.3            0.0 40.6 57.8
Operation Departments 17.2          31.3          9.1            0.0 40.4 57.6
Other Departments 0.0 0.0 0.2 0.0 0.2 0.2

Regional TA 2.3            19.3          11.4          9.1 39.9 42.2
Operation Departments 1.2            11.4          9.4            1.8 22.5 23.8
Other Departments 1.0 8.0 2.1 7.3 17.3 18.4

Count (% of total) 25.3          42.8          21.9          10.0          74.7          100.0       

Country-specific TA 23.4          27.4          14.1          0.0 41.5 64.9
Operation Departments 23.4          27.2          13.7          0.0 40.9 64.3
Other Departments 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.0 0.6 0.6

Regional TA 1.9            15.3          7.8            10.0 33.2 35.1
Operation Departments 1.2            7.5            5.8            1.7 15.0 16.2
Other Departments 0.7 7.8 2.1 8.4 18.2 18.9

 
CDTA = capacity development technical assistance, PATA = policy and advisory technical assistance, PPTA = 
project preparatory technical assistance, RDTA = research and development technical assistance,  
TA = technical assistance 
Source: Asian Development Bank. 
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