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PREFACE

We talk about Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) which for

me is excellent! As individuals working in international

development, have we taken the time to think and talk about our

Personal Development Goals (PDGs)? Do we demonstrate on a

daily basis how our day-to-day activities contribute to the

achievement of the SDGs? Be the change you want to see in the

global space? Let us build our personal capacities for global action!

Benjamin Kofi Quansah1

The United Nations’ call in 2015 to work together to achieve 17 sustainable

development goals by 2030 has reignited the global discussion regarding the

need to continue to improve the lives of a large part of the developing world.

Leaders in international development face an enormous challenge to coordi-

nate their actions, bring resources to bear, and determine the most successful

approach to achieve the vision implied by the SDGs. How leaders should

best lead becomes a critical question.

We decided to pursue this volume because we saw a gap in the leadership

literature related to leaders in international development. Such leaders have

been included in the literature on project management to a certain extent,

but we believe that their leadership extends far beyond the realm of projects.

We also believe that leaders in international development, as significant as

they are in determining the future of the global order, have not been

acknowledged adequately in the academic, practitioner, or public milieus.

Based on our belief that models and theories of leadership should be built

up by practice and that personal reflection is a powerful approach to under-

standing practice, we put out a call for proposals that asked contributors to

write their leadership stories. Furthermore, we asked authors to highlight

particular leadership moments and examine those moments in terms of four

factors which we determined were key in this profession: gender, context,

culture, and sustainability. We were interested to determine whether their

xiii



gender influenced their leadership, especially since leaders in this profession

encounter a wide divergence of attitudes toward gender in the countries in

which they work. We wondered whether the social, economic, political, or

personal context in which they lead impacted their leadership. Culture, of

course, is a huge factor in international development leadership and we

wanted contributors to reflect on how they adapt their leadership to different

cultures and how they cross borders and develop agility to move from one

culture to another. Lastly, since a key focus for international development

currently is on sustainable development, we wanted leaders to inform us

how this focus has impacted their leadership.

Of the many proposals submitted by international development leaders

in response to our call for chapters, we selected 18 leaders based on their

extensive and sustained work in the international development field. The 14

women and four men originate from Africa, Asia, Europe, and North

America, and they represent a diverse array of cultures, leadership histories,

and perspectives. Their leadership roles differ and include a former senior-

level government official from a developing country; a humanitarian aid

worker; a policy maker in influential donor organizations and the United

Nations; leaders in faith-based organizations; project implementers in bilat-

eral aid organizations, non-government organizations, and corporations;

university professors; a physician; an interculturalist; and an HR executive

in a development organization. The diversity of the authors has provided a

kaleidoscope of perspectives that together offer a comprehensive view of

leadership in international development. Some surprises emerged such as the

need for leaders in international development to challenge culture, not only

adapt to it. These leaders had to decide to work with existing power struc-

tures or try to change them. Expatriate women as a sort-of “third gender” in

some countries and the paradoxes that are a constant reality for leaders in

this profession, were among another surprise.

From the rich stories of the complexities, uncertainties, pressures, and vic-

tories of the authors, we closely reviewed each chapter in a comparative

manner to identify commonalities, differences, themes, and patterns. The

process we used bridges the practitioner/scholar divide by offering a tentative

framework for leading in international development based on actual practi-

tioner stories from the field. Typical qualitative research data analysis meth-

ods were used, including the use of qualitative data analysis software and

modified grounded theory methods. The result is the presentation, in
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Chapter 1, of a tentative model or theory of leading in international develop-

ment contexts.

Our intention and hope is that this volume will initiate a new dialogue

between practitioners and scholars in this important area of leadership and

that both emerging and veteran leaders in this profession will gain valuable

insights from the chapters.

Randal Joy Thompson

Julia Storberg-Walker

Editors

NOTE

1. Benjamin Kofi Quansah, CGMS, is a Ghanaian leader in international develop-

ment. In 2017, he was awarded the prestigious 2017 Newton award from the US

National Grants Management Association for his outstanding contribution and

performance in the field of grants management. This quote was retrieved from:

https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/tag/international-development.
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