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The Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) focuses its efforts 
in rural development primarily in fragile high-mountain and 

coastal areas with vulnerable and marginalized populations. The 
beneficiaries are often cut off from government service provision 
and living where market linkages are weak and access to technical 
innovations is limited. In these challenging environments, AKDN’s 
mission is to transform the quality of life for the populations with 
whom it works. This requires a multi-input approach, including 
interventions in education, health, financial services, livelihoods, 
infrastructure, and local governance—and agriculture. AKDN’s 
approach rests on the core belief that a sustained impact on quality 
of life can be achieved by empowering actors in the three domains 
of society: government, civil society, and the private sector. Such 
empowerment can ensure that they are active, informed, and 
capable of interacting appropriately to promote economic and 
social development.

AKDN’s rural support programs (RSPs) were first initiated in 
Pakistan in 1982, and subsequently they have been replicated across 
the country, reaching 4.1 million households in 110 districts through 
the Rural Support Programme Network. AKDN RSPs now operate 
in 12 countries in Asia, the Middle East, and Sub-Saharan Africa. 
They often work alongside other AKDN agencies with mandates in 
different sectors to achieve meaningful impact at scale. This brief 
focuses on experience in Asia, providing an overview of the RSP 
model, how it has been scaled up over 30 years to reach 5.7 million 
beneficiaries, and lessons learned.

Operational principlesOperational principles
RSPs are local institutions established as locally registered, 
nonprofit, civil society organizations. They are intended to enable 
local people to better identify, plan, resource, and manage their own 
development processes. RSPs operate within a defined geographic 
area and aim to catalyze social and economic development. The 
close linkage to communities enables them to remain responsive 
and relevant over the long term.

RSPs eastablish elected village organizations (VOs) as an 
entry point for program activities. VOs represent the community 
and oversee the articulation of a village development plan (VDP). 
The VDP, which is created through a participatory planning 
process facilitated by the RSP, lays out a community’s vision for 
improving its quality of life. Once it is drafted, often using visual 
plans so illiterate community members can participate fully, RSP 
staff members challenge communities to identify which activities 
can be undertaken with their own resources and which require 
external technical, financial, or human resources. The RSP role 
is then to connect VOs to the support needed to implement the 
plan, including making connections with government, the private 
sector, nongovernmental organization providers, or specialized 
AKDN agencies. In this way, VOs become a platform for community 
engagement with service providers.

VOs are provided with significant institutional strengthening 
support. This encompasses gender awareness, participatory 
monitoring and evaluation, project management, and linkage 
building in hopes that in time VOs can become self-sustaining local 
governance institutions. VOs regularly self-assess their institutional 
maturity and social accountability and can access additional, 
targeted training as needed. This investment in VOs as institutions 
of participatory governance is a defining characteristic of RSPs’ 
work and is essential to the sustainability of activities and to the 
scaling up and replication of the approach.

RSPs form apex institutions to enable program growth 
and replication. Operating at a community level in a large, 
sparsely populated geographic area is very resource intensive. 
As VOs mature, the RSPs form apex organizations, constituted 
of VO members, at the district or subdistrict level. Through apex 
organizations, VOs share aggregated plans with higher-level 
government institutions and formulate development projects that 
benefit communities. This aggregation of demand strengthens VOs’ 
voices with government or private sector service providers and 
creates a vertically integrated network of civil society partners with 
whom RSP staff members and other actors can work.

Women play a crucial role in the creation and implementation 
of VDPs. Because of cultural constraints, it is sometimes necessary 
for women to form separate VOs that are linked to male-led 
VOs, often through a husband and wife team. Over time, the 
RSPs establish significant trust with communities and develop 
sufficient access to address issues of specific interest to women 
through income-generating activities, financial services, and social 
development projects. For example, RSPs have promoted women-
managed, community-based savings groups to reduce vulnerability 
to shocks.

Pathways for scaling upPathways for scaling up
Horizontal scale up takes place as RSPs form VOs systematically 
within a region of a country. The RSPs pilot, assess, and refine new 
ideas, approaches, or technologies and then roll them out to new 
VOs. For example, low-cost drip irrigation was trialed extensively 
in India, before roll-out across the program area. The proven 
technology has now been adopted by private enterprises that 
provide equipment, financing, and maintenance. For the scaling up 
to be effective, interventions and approaches are layered into local 
governance structures that promote equitable development at the 
community level and become part of an ecosystem supporting 
multisector development.

Vertical scale up takes place as RSPs focus on apex institutions 
rather than on individual community-level projects. As RSPs 
mature, most of the investment is in building the capacity of local 
service providers such as government departments, agricultural 
research facilities, sector-specific civil society organizations (for 
example, pasture management associations), or private enterprises. 
Through engagement at this level, RSPs help service providers and 
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policymakers better respond to the articulated needs and potential 
of local communities.

Resourcing scale up requires VOs and apex institutions to 
access the financial, technical, and human resources needed 
to sustain innovation and programmatic activity. RSPs play a 
strong role in pulling government resources down to district and 
community levels so they can respond to articulated demand. For 
example, the RSP “landless garden” approach has been adopted 
by the government of Bihar to facilitate wider replication in 
vulnerable, landless households. Where government resources for 
programming are constrained, RSPs facilitate linkages with other 
potential providers. In Pakistan, Mountain Fruits—a local enterprise 
that processes and packages dried apricots—evolved from the 
RSP’s investment in horticulture and engaged with producer groups 
organized through VOs. Significant scale up has occurred as the 
RSP has transferred marketing and extension services to a private-
sector actor.

Over time, after governance and service structures are stronger 
and linked to community demand, RSPs can function with relatively 
small amounts of funding and continue to achieve impact. Their 
focus shifts to facilitating innovation, monitoring and evaluation, 
impact assessment, exchange of experience, and linkage building.

RSP approaches influence policy to facilitate scale up. Through 
its efforts to build government capacity, engage government 
agencies in the development and rollout of subsector plans, 
and share lessons learned with government, AKDN has had 
considerable success at integrating RSP approaches into provincial 
and national policies and programs. Specifically, RSP experience 
in joint forest management became part of India’s policy, which 
was adopted by 18 states. In Afghanistan, the RSP’s approach to 
social accountability has been adopted into the National Solidarity 
Program, with potential reach of 25,000 communities.

Lessons learnedLessons learned
Start with private interest and then build in a focus on public goods. 
The initial motivation for farmers to form or join a VO tends to be 
self-interest. RSPs’ efforts to improve food security and livelihoods 
by making appropriate technologies, infrastructure, and training 
easily available, however, also helps create a foundation of trust. In 
the case of Northern Pakistan, this trust has lasted for 30 years and 
resulted in sustained improvements in economic and social welfare.

Lasting commitments are necessary. RSPs learned that three-
to-five-year programs do not allow enough time for development 
to take root. RSPs are thus committed for relatively long periods 
of time to allow for sustainable change. The intention is not to 
deliver a project intervention and then withdraw, but to partner 
with communities and enable them to meet their self-identified 
needs over time. This approach requires RSPs to constantly 
adapt their role and interactions with an evolving system of local 
institutions, providing targeted support where needed and stepping 
back as institutions mature. In particular, RSPs have progressed 
from directly providing services to beneficiaries toward playing a 
facilitative role in line with its systems approach to development.

Manage organizational change. The scale up of AKDN’s RSPs 
has relied on the transfer of skilled human resources between 
different country contexts and the ability to adapt a highly 
process-oriented approach to different regions. This has created 
a rich environment for learning and exchange between programs. 
However, RSPs have realized that building and retaining the 
appropriate talent for scale up is a key constraint. Scaling up 
requires more management skills to complement technical and 
community development expertise.

Support from the government is key. RSPs in Pakistan, India, 
and Afghanistan have explicitly partnered with government and 
received substantial support from various government sources. 
Some rural development programs have even been structured 
specifically to enable better government outreach to remote 
communities. Particularly in resource-poor areas where market 
activity is limited, this engagement with government remains critical 
for RSP sustainability.
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Oxford University Press, 2009); F. Rasmussen, M. Piracha, R. Bajwa, 
A. Malik, and A. Mansoor, Shanghai Poverty Conference—Scaling 
Up Poverty Reduction: Case Study: Scaling Up RSPs in Pakistan 
(Islamabad, Pakistan: Rural Support Programmes Network, 2003); 
G. Wood, A. Malik, and S. Sagheer, eds., Valleys in Transition: Twenty 
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