
 
  

Reading US Foreign Aid 

Idea In Short

Judge foreign aid by the data, not the debate. American economic aid ran near 38 billion
dollars, about 1 percent of the budget, spread across 180 countries in eight categories. The
pattern is generous and inconsistent, and private capital flows dwarf the government's
contribution fourfold.

Consultants Make Tables and Graphs

Turning raw data into tables and graphs is a large part of what consultants do, and United
States foreign aid rewards exactly that treatment. The federal government publishes a
compendium known as the Greenbook, a 245-page record of where American foreign aid
goes, and visualizing it produces conclusions the political debate rarely mentions.1 The
headline numbers set the scale. Economic aid reached about 38 billion dollars in 2010,
roughly 1 percent of the national budget, with a further 15 billion dollars in military assistance
sitting in its own column. Aid had climbed for a decade after holding flat at 15 to 20 billion
inflation-adjusted dollars from 1965 to 2000, returning to levels last seen in the early 1950s.

Where the Money Goes

The distribution surprises most readers. American aid scatters across approximately 180
countries, touching nearly every state in Africa, Eastern Europe, Latin America and Asia. On
the surface the split looks even, with Africa and Asia each drawing about a quarter of
spending, Latin America and Eastern Europe sharing under 20 percent and the Middle East
trailing at 9 percent, plus a non-regional bucket that likely includes overhead and generic
assistance. The regional labels mislead, though. Afghanistan and Pakistan, the first and
second largest recipients, count as Asia, and Egypt, the fifth largest, counts as Africa, so the
Middle East share dramatically understates the region's true weight. Israel receives no
economic aid at all, drawing 2.8 billion dollars in military assistance instead. Reading the
categories without the footnotes produces confident, wrong conclusions, which is a data
lesson worth generalizing.
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What the Aid Buys

American assistance takes many forms: building schools, providing drug therapies, digging
wells and even ensuring fair elections. The Greenbook sorts it into eight high-level buckets,
with peace and security plus health leading the list. Each category then decomposes further,
and the decomposition reveals policy skews. Of roughly 9 billion dollars in global health aid,
the majority funds HIV and AIDS programs, while malaria receives about a tenth of that
funding despite its enormous burden.2 Poverty context frames all of it: in rural India and
Pakistan, more than 70 percent of people were living on under two dollars a day, where a
single bad harvest can wipe a family out entirely.

Generous but Inconsistent

Here the charts turn diagnostic. One key element of building trust is consistency, and the
country-level time series shows why several strategically important recipients remain
confused about whether America is friend or foe. Afghanistan received 4.6 billion dollars in
economic aid in 2010, more than the country received across the entire 56 years from 1946
to 2002, a sudden embrace that history, much of it Cold War history, makes understandable
and still jarring. Pakistan's chart looks like a yo-yo, peaking in the early 1960s, collapsing 90
percent to almost nothing by the early 1990s and then U-turning upward again. Iraq received
a billion dollars in 2010, more than most countries ever see, and yet only an eighth of its
2005 peak, with two-thirds of that economic aid actually flowing through defense channels
as security assistance, which stretches the word economic considerably. Mexico, the
neighbor most often forgotten, received about 622 million dollars, with the increase
concentrated in narcotics control funding while drug violence ran at record levels.
Generosity delivered as whiplash buys less goodwill than the totals suggest.

Consistency as Policy Advice

The charts suggest one policy conclusion that transcends partisan framing. If aid aims to
build durable relationships and influence, then predictability may matter as much as volume,
because a recipient planning schools, clinics and security forces around a funding stream
cannot absorb 90 percent swings. Multi-year commitments with transparent conditions
would buy more trust per dollar than larger but erratic totals. The same logic runs every
corporate budget cycle: partners and suppliers price volatility into every relationship, so a
steady mid-sized commitment routinely outperforms a generous but unreliable one.
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Lessons for Data-Driven Advisers

The exercise doubles as a masterclass in analytical hygiene worth naming explicitly. Always
check how categories are defined before comparing them, because the regional
classifications alone flipped the Middle East conclusion. Prefer time series over snapshots,
since single-year totals hid the yo-yo patterns that define the real relationships. Decompose
aggregates before trusting them, as the health category and the Iraq economic-aid figures
both proved on inspection. And ask what sits outside the dataset entirely, the question that
surfaced private capital flows dwarfing the government ledger. Clients bring consultants
exactly this kind of politically charged, definitionally messy data every week, and the same
four habits convert noise into defensible findings there too.

The Bigger American Ledger

Government aid is only part of the equation, as attentive readers rightly point out. American
overseas philanthropy extends far beyond the federal budget, from the Gates Foundation to
microlending platforms to local churches funding wells and clinics.3 The scale difference is
striking: United States private capital flows to the developing world reached 161 billion
dollars in 2010, more than four times the government's development assistance, and
research on overseas giving shows the private share growing. Any honest assessment of
American generosity has to count both ledgers, and any honest critique of aid policy has to
grapple with the inconsistency the charts make undeniable. The tables do not settle the
political argument. They do establish which arguments are compatible with the data, which
is exactly what consultants are for.

1USAID Greenbook
2Malaria
3Kiva

Summary

The aid data tells a double story: genuine generosity across 180 countries and eight
categories, undermined by yo-yo inconsistency that confuses recipients. Regional labels
mislead, categories hide skews and private philanthropy outscales government fourfold.
Consultants read the tables before joining the debate.
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https://www.usaid.gov
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malaria
https://www.kiva.org
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