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This note summarizes a survey1 examining how both domestic and international partners 
view China's International Development Cooperation (IDC). It aims to shed light on different 
perceptions of China’s IDC thereby contributing to mutual understanding of collective efforts 
towards achieving the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

The study comes at a critical time. Global progress on the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) has stalled, if not regressed. Human development remains below the pre-2019 trend, 
and the international development landscape has been evolving, including new emerging 
actors, such as China, transitioning from aid recipients to active development partners.

The survey includes responses from both Chinese and international participants, with the 
majority based in China, aiming to represent a comprehensive cross-section of the IDC 
ecosystem. 

Specifically, 135 responses were collected between July and September 2024, including 
109 from Chinese respondents and 26 from international stakeholders. Among these, nine 
completed questionnaires were collected from representatives of developing economies 
and 17 from developed economies. Two in-depth interviews were also conducted. Due to 
the limited number of responses from developing countries in particular, related findings 
and comparison between Chinese and international responses, should be interpreted with 
caution. 
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1—With support from the European Union, a joint survey study was conducted by the Chinese Academy of International Trade and Economic Cooperation 
(CAITEC) and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) in China. This issue brief was drafted by UNDP China’s Strategic Partnerships and 
Policy team.

Disclaimer. The designations and the presentation of the materials used in this publication, including their respective citations, tables and bibliography, do not 
imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the United Nations concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its author-
ities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. The views expressed in this publication are those of the authors and do not necessarily repre-
sent the work’s basis of those the United Nations, including United Nations Development Programme, or UN Member States, including China. The authors have 
made every effort to guarantee the accuracy of the data included in this publication and accept no responsibility or liability for any consequence of their use.
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SURVEY’S KEY RESULTS 

CHINESE 
RESPONDENTS

THEME
(on/of/about China’s IDC)

INTERNATIONAL  
RESPONDENTS

1.	Chinese media
2.	Events (workshop, seminar,  
		 dialogue, etc.)
3.	Internal documents

Where to obtain information?

1.	Events (workshop, seminar,  
		 dialogue, etc.)
2.	Face-to-face discussion
3.	Non-Chinese media

1.	Health
2.	Transportation
3.	Agriculture

Identified priority areas
1.	Transportation
2.	Energy
3.	Agriculture

1.	Technical cooperation
2.	Material aid
3.	China Medical Team

Identified main modalities
1.	Turnkey project
2.	Technical cooperation
3.	Material aid

1.	Grants and concessional loans
2.	Official loans from policy banks

Identified financing  modalities
1.	Grants and concessional loans
2.	Official loans from policy banks

· 	 Geopolitical tensions
· 	 Limited external outreach and  
		 visibility
· 	 Incomplete IDC frameworks

Identified challenges ahead

· 	 Lack of transparency
· 	 Lack of a deeper  
		 understanding of the recipient  
		 country beyond the elite level
· 	 Lack of assessment and  
		 planning in external partnerships

Continued expansion (89%) Expectations on future outlook Stable or growing (95%)

More communication and 
collaboration, transparency, 
“small but smart” projects, 
engage in global IDC networks

What would you like to see more 
in the future?

More communication and 
collaboration, data sharing, 
case studies, policy details, 
institutional arrangements, 
structured dialogue, trilateral 
cooperation
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KEY FINDINGS
1.		Differing sources of information can lead to varying perspectives on China’s IDC, 	

	highlighting need for more structured dialogue opportunities. 

CHINESE 
RESPONDENTS THEME INTERNATIONAL  

RESPONDENTS

1.	Chinese media
2.	Events (workshop, seminar,  
	 dialogue, etc.)
3.	Internal documents

Where to obtain information 
about China’s IDC?

1.	Events (workshop, seminar,  
	 dialogue, etc.)
2.	Face-to-face discussion
3.	Non-Chinese media

Chinese and international stakeholders rely on different channels for IDC information, potentially creating 
misalignment in understanding China’s practices. “Events” emerged as a highly valued information source 
for both groups, indicating that occasions like workshops offer promising opportunities to strengthen mutual 
understanding. Correspondingly, developing country partners recommended that China share project 
evaluation results through internal workshops, which would help partners jointly address implementation 
challenges.

2.		Diverse perceptions of China’s priority areas reveal communication gaps about China’s 
IDC engagement. 

3.		Differences in perceptions regarding China’s main approaches to carrying out IDC  
	can pose challenge to collaboration.

CHINESE 
RESPONDENTS THEME INTERNATIONAL  

RESPONDENTS

1.	Health
2.	Transportation
3.	Agriculture

Identified priority areas of 
China’s IDC

1.	Transportation
2.	Energy
3.	Agriculture

CHINESE 
RESPONDENTS THEME INTERNATIONAL  

RESPONDENTS

1.	Technical cooperation
2.	Material aid
3.	China Medical Team

Identified main modalities of 
China’s IDC 

1.	Turnkey project
2.	Technical cooperation
3.	Material aid

Despite being a major focus of China’s IDC efforts, health remains largely under-recognized internationally. 
This perception gap aligns with feedback from Chinese respondents who identified limited exchanges with 
and outreach to the international community as a key challenge. To strengthen international cooperation and 
mutual understanding, identifying specific barriers to effective communication of China’s IDC would be a 
worthwhile topic to explore.

Chinese respondents primarily highlighted technical cooperation, followed by material aid and China Medical 
Team. The international community emphasized turnkey projects, and then technical cooperation, and material 
aid. Specifically, technical cooperation involves knowledge sharing and capacity building, while turnkey 
projects deliver completed infrastructure with less local involvement during implementation. While there is 
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4.		Financing represents an area where perceptions align well between Chinese and  
	international partners. 

CHINESE 
RESPONDENTS THEME INTERNATIONAL  

RESPONDENTS

1.	Grants and concessional loans
2.	Official loans from policy banks

Identified financing modalities of 
China’s IDC

1.	Grants and concessional loans
2.	Official loans from policy banks

There was broad consensus across all respondent groups that China’s IDC financing primarily consists of 
grants and concessional loans, especially official loans from China’s policy banks. This consensus shows a 
shared understanding of China’s government-led financing mechanisms.

5.	Chinese respondents view China’s IDC as more aligned with South-South Cooperation 
partners than traditional donors. International partners highlight China’s infrastructure focus and non-
interference principle. Developing countries value mutual benefit but suggest the need for greater attention 
to local political contexts. Developed countries acknowledge China’s technical strengths while expressing 
concerns about transparency.

6.	Varied assessments on whether China’s IDC is influenced by global best practices.
Chinese respondents emphasize that China has incorporated valuable international lessons and best 
practices during its transition from an aid provider to a development cooperation partner2. On the other 
hand, international stakeholders do not see international norms as major factors shaping China’s approach. 
This perception gap indicates an opportunity to further clarify and strengthen understanding of international 
benchmarks for measuring IDC engagements.

7.	Developing countries recognize alignment between China’s IDC and local needs. 

DOES CHINA'S IDC ALIGN WITH RECIPIENT'S DEVELOPMENT PRIORITIES?

RESPONDENT  
FROM Moderately

0 20 40 60 80 100%

Considerably Significantly

China

Developing country

2— China’s State Council Information Office, January 2021, “China’s International Development Cooperation in the New Era”.

some commonality between Chinese and international respondents, the relative misalignment in terms of 
priority may potentially lead to different expectations from partner countries when working with Chinese IDC 
actors. To enhance international recognition of China’s comprehensive development approach, sharing stories 
and evidence-based case studies of technical cooperation may be beneficial.

This positive assessment signals effective targeting to support key national development priorities of partner 
countries. However, the generally more positive self-assessment by Chinese cooperation actors on the degree 
of alignment points to a need to further increase the understanding of national development goals of partner 
countries through strengthened dialogue mechanisms and communication channels. 
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8.	SDG contribution assessments reveal perception differences. 

HOW EFFECTIVELY DOES CHINA'S IDC CONTRIBUTE TO SDGS?

RESPONDENT  
FROM ModeratelyNot at all Slightly

0 20 40 60 80 100%

Considerably Significantly

Developing country

Developed country

China

9.	Both Chinese and international stakeholders share a similar outlook about future IDC 
trends. 

10. Against this backdrop, all respondents stressed the need for more communication 
and collaboration. 

All stakeholders agree China’s IDC engagements contribute to achieving the SDGs. However, assessment scores 
vary. Assessments differ between developing (3.6, in a range of 1 to 5, corresponding to highest contribution) 
and developed countries (2.88, in a range of 1 to 5). This gap highlights the need for strengthened impact 
measurement. Case studies linking projects to specific SDG targets could also enhance the targeting and 
recognition of China’s contributions.

This includes expectations of continued expansion of China’s IDC and China’s taking a more prominent role in 
global development efforts. 

A clear consensus emerges on making information more accessible. Developing-country partners specifically 
ask for clearer communication about project application mechanisms and decision-making processes. They also 
note the need to address emerging challenges, particularly in energy transitions and climate change. Chinese 
respondents recommend continuing “small but smart” people-centered projects that deliver tangible community 
benefits. Better dialogue about these two perspectives could help identify common grounds that facilitate more 
effective development projects, as well as enhancing collaboration between different IDC stakeholders for greater 
impact.

CHINESE 
RESPONDENTS THEME INTERNATIONAL  

RESPONDENTS

Continued expansion (89%) Expectations on future outlook 
of China’s IDC Stable or growing (95%)

CHINESE 
RESPONDENTS THEME INTERNATIONAL  

RESPONDENTS

More communication and 
collaboration, transparency, 
“small but smart” projects, 
engage in global IDC networks

What would you like to see 
more in the future?

More communication and 
collaboration, data sharing, 
case studies, policy details, 
institutional arrangements, 
structured dialogue, trilateral 
cooperation



6

UNDP China Issue Brief


