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Contracting development — Key issues for 
the future 

Hamish Goldie-Scot, Scott Wilson Kirkpatrick, UK 

Peter Bentall’s companion paper looked back at the way in which labour based 
contracting has developed over the past 20 years, and identified some of the key 
issues that need to be tackled as this process continues. By contrast, this paper 
looks forward, not only to the resolution of these issues, but to a broader view of 
what the future may hold.  

Starting from the premise that as advocates of labour based technology (LBT) we 
have been less than successful in ‘selling’ the concept to clients, a framework is 
set out for identifying and understanding the varied and sometimes conflicting 
facets of future trends. Within this context, a case is then made for the promotion 
of an approach that is centred less around the distinctive ‘features’ of LBT and 
more around the resulting practical ‘benefits’ to key decision-makers. It is 
proposed that our efforts should be directed at identifying and developing ‘gaps 
of dissatisfaction’ that will lead decision-makers at all levels to have a personal 
stake in its success. 

In order to put such an approach into practice, some labour based practitioners 
will need to acquire and develop the new skills and outlooks necessary to look 
beyond our current limited horizons and learn to relate comfortably with a much 
wider range of people and ideas. If we can do this, then there is scope for greatly 
increasing the role that labour based contracting can play in meeting the 
ambitious targets for poverty reduction set by the international community for the 
21st Century. 

INTRODUCTION: A STORY 
Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev used to tell of a time when there was a wave of 
petty theft in the Soviet Union. To curtail this the authorities put up guards 
around the factories. At one timberworks in Leningrad, the guard knew the 
workers in the factory very well. The first evening, out came Pyotr Petrovich with 
a wheelbarrow, and on the wheelbarrow, a great bulky sack with a suspicious 
looking object inside. 

"All right, Petrovich" said the guard, "what have you got there?" 

"Oh, just sawdust and shavings," Petrovich replied. 

"Come on," the guard said, "I wasn't born yesterday. Tip it out." And out came 
nothing but sawdust and shavings. So he was allowed to put it all back again and 
go home. 

When the same thing happened every night of the week, the guard became 
frustrated. Finally, his curiosity overcame his frustration. 

"Petrovich," he said "I know you. Tell me what you're smuggling out of here, and 
I'll let you go." 

"Wheelbarrows, my friend," said Petrovich, "wheelbarrows 

In the same way as the guard missed what was really going on by concentrating 
on the sawdust and shavings, could it be that we have allowed ourselves to miss 
the real role that LBT could play in making international development efforts 
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more effective? We may know how to change the design of a shovel handle to 
achieve an 8% increase in productivity, yet many labour based sites are operating 
at only 30% efficiency. We have devoted enormous efforts to applying LBT on 
rural roads, yet have hardly started to see how it can be used in the more complex 
but ultimately more significant urban context. And finally, as we enter the current 
post SAP/ERP focus on poverty alleviation we risk conveniently disregarding the 
evidence that many clients are content simply to follow the money and adopt the 
latest donor fad. The rhetoric of participatory planning, stakeholder management, 
poverty focused implementation, private sector participation and performance 
monitoring can at times be little more than a convenient veneer that masks the 
reality of a residual ‘top down’ approach that will in many cases fail to deliver 
the anticipated long term benefits. Many countries desperately need productive 
and sustainable employment opportunities for the poor, yet we are often guilty of 
offering little more than yet another ‘pilot scheme’ generating a few jobs on rural 
road projects of dubious lasting value. We have been slow to learn from South 
Africa’s attempts to mainstream LBT, and even slower to learn from Asian 
experience. 

THE FUTURE CONTEXT 
Leaders attending the World Economic Forum and the Southern Africa 
Economic Summit have recently sought to explore new ideas about how best to 
“take hold of the future before the future takes hold of us”. One approach they 
have followed entails the use of a framework within which to better understand 
and prepare for the future. It uses the 6 facets of a cube to describe a complex 
future that is simultaneously Fast, Urban, Tribal, Universal, Radical and Ethical. 

Fast 
Throughout the world, change is occurring at an accelerating rate in all aspects of 
society; change that is not only technological and social, but also economic and 
political. As much of this change is unpredictable, planning processes have to 
have flexibility built into them to allow more rapid response to and preparation 
for changing political and economic environments. Wise governments are taking 
steps now to prepare themselves for possible changes of direction in the future. 
One of the implications for infrastructure investment is that major investments 
could prove unduly risk-prone; a better approach may be to adopt a more 
cautious phased approach, which builds progressively on demand and success. 
This in turn suggests a more dispersed investment pattern favouring small locally 
based contractors. It will also require a change of thinking on the part of donors, 
who still like to know in advance exactly what they are paying for. 

Urban 
Within the next year, more than half of the world’s rapidly rising population will 
be living in cities. In many African cities half of the urban population already 
live in unplanned low-income settlements with no formal access to basic 
services. In the short term this might provide a useful source of desperately cheap 
labour able to fuel rapid economic growth, but the social, environmental and 
political situation could rapidly deteriorate. The causes of urbanisation vary 
greatly, but can in Africa be broadly characterised as a retreat from agriculture, 
while in Asia it is more closely linked with industrialisation. Although urban 
areas carry an enormous potential demand for the provision of infrastructure, it 
will be necessary, particularly in informal settlements, for planners to work very 
closely with local communities if services are to be provided in a sustainable 
manner. Again, this scenario will at the local level tend to require small 
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community based contractors using LBT. At the same time larger contractors, 
also potentially labour based, will be required to develop and maintain related 
core networks of water-supply, drainage, sewerage and roads. 

Tribal 
Everybody needs a sense of identity and belonging, and this can become a 
craving in a world characterised by increasing complexity and injustice. While 
such forces can be exploited negatively by some, it can also be harnessed in more 
positive and creative ways by seeking a better understanding of the communities 
within which we work.  

In many ways those of us attending this seminar constitute a tribe, with a well 
defined but unspoken hierarchy, norms of what is acceptable behaviour, and 
perhaps even a hint of disdain for ‘outsiders’. 

Universal 
At the same time as being increasingly tribal, there is also a tendency towards 
being universal. International communications and global business practices 
mean that ideas can be rapidly shared across the world. Much of the information 
used to prepare this paper has been downloaded from the internet. Again, we can 
use new information positively, by exercising judgement about the ideas that we 
follow, or negatively by blindly following practices that may be appropriate 
elsewhere, but are not suitable in a different socio-political context. A positive 
feature of increased communication is that we can be somewhat more confident 
that good ideas, like good news, will spread. Perhaps we can look forward to a 
time when it will no longer be necessary for experts to come in and ‘animate’ 
communities, but that communities and even governments will animate 
themselves after hearing first hand what has been achieved by others who have 
shown initiative. 

Radical 
With the reduced influence of right/left politics and the diminishing power of 
central government, single issue groups are able to wield increasing power in 
many countries. Because of universalism, a radical group operating in one 
country can now have a profound influence on working practices in another. All 
of us are aware of how externally driven issues such as workers rights, 
environmental protection and gender equality have affected the design and 
implementation of projects with which we are associated. We can expect to see 
further examples arising and would do well to keep in touch with new ideas and 
prepare for them creatively and appropriately rather than simply blindly follow 
donor requirements. 

Ethical 
Despite, or possibly because of, the growing complexity of the world, there is an 
increasing desire in many areas to see a more ethical approach to the way in 
which people relate within and between communities, organisations, and 
countries. At the international level there are growing grass roots movements 
such as Transparency International dedicated to curbing both international and 
national corruption. Meanwhile in the workplace many managers are learning 
that retaining and motivating key staff means more than money, as staff need to 
be continually inspired and encouraged.  

Most people already see the world as Fast, Urban and Universal, but how many 
people in a nation or indeed an organisation need to be very Radical, Ethical and 
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Tribal to bring about dramatic and far-reaching change? Surprisingly, research 
suggests as little as between 0.5 and 2%. A useful and relevant example is the 
Jubilee 2000 campaign to cancel the ‘unpayable’ portion of third world debt. 
Three years ago the campaigners were dismissed by many as cranks, yet today 
Western leaders are vying with each other to appear the more committed to debt 
cancellation. There remains a long way to go until the World Bank/IMF Heavily 
Indebted Poor Country Initiative meets the standards set by Jubilee 2000, but 
with a growing worldwide groundswell of public support for such radical action, 
it is only a matter of time before governments respond.  

As debt cancellation programmes take effect, linkages will be made with 
increased spending in the social sectors. In Uganda, a Poverty Action Fund has 
already been established to ensure that the funds released are properly mobilised 
in a transparent manner for primary education, primary health, water, road 
infrastructure and agriculture. The sums involved are potentially very large. In 
Uganda the debt per person is about US$ 200, compared with a GNP per person 
of US$ 300. In Mozambique these figures are approximately US$ 350 and US$ 
100 respectively. Even if only a small proportion of such debts are cancelled, 
very significant resources will be released to national budgets. Are we taking 
steps now to influence spending plans and develop the capacity to implement the 
required investment in and maintenance of infrastructure?  

SALES 
As labour based practitioners we have at times been slow to understand and 
predict the market, preferring instead to bully our way into it. Our attempts to 
win over key decision-makers have sometimes focused too much on ‘features’ of 
the labour based approach rather than on ‘benefits’ to those individuals and their 
institutions. It is not surprising that the resulting commitment by many clients to 
the approach remains shallow and sceptical.  

Any good salesman will tell you that listing features of a ‘product’ (in our case, 
LBT) does little to sell it. In fact, the listing of features is generally regarded as a 
counter-productive approach. Rather, the key is to understand and communicate 
effectively with the ‘buyer’ (in our case, perhaps, a government official) so that it 
is the buyer who ultimately defines his or her needs and where and why the use 
of labour based technology is of benefit to him or her, as well to others. 

Situation: The first stage in the process is to understand the situation, the general 
context within which our potential buyer is operating. This requires good prior 
research, so that the buyer feels that the questions already reveal an appreciation 
of his needs. Otherwise, too many questions can bore or irritate the buyer. 

Problem: It is then time to explore problems, difficulties or dissatisfactions as 
seen from the perspective of the buyer. This will soon start to uncover implied 
needs. 

Implication: At this stage it is important to hold back from offering solutions, and 
to concentrate instead on asking implication questions to make the implied needs 
larger and more urgent. This is known as increasing the ‘gap of dissatisfaction’. 
We all know that it is not enough to know what ‘should’ be done; it often takes 
something else to convince us that it ‘must’ be done. 

Needs payoff: Now, when the buyer is fully agreed that the problem is serious 
enough to justify action, is the right time to encourage the buyer to focus on 
solutions and describe the benefits that the solution would bring. 
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This classic approach, called the S.P.I.N. model, is not a formula, and does not 
always have to be conducted in this sequence. However, in most successful sales 
the process follows the Spin sequence. During the course of this week, it would 
be interesting for delegates to explore further how this approach can be applied to 
the promotion of LBT, using personal experience and the ideas contains in these 
two papers to think of creative ways to increase the ‘gap of dissatisfaction’ of 
key decision-makers. 

CONCLUSION 
Using the F.U.T.U.R.E. view of the future and the S.P.I.N. approach to the 
‘selling’ of labour based technology are simple examples of how valuable lessons 
can be learned by communicating more effectively with experts from other 
disciplines. While the F.U.T.U.R.E. view gives us a glimpse of the massive 
untapped potential that exists for LBT, the S.P.I.N. sales approach provides a 
useful practical tool to go out and convince decision-makers of the need to adopt 
this approach. The future starts now. 
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