
TOP 10 FACTS vs MYTHS OF U.S. FOREIGN ASSISTANCE 
 

1. FACT:   Foreign assistance is highly effective. 
STOP THE MYTH: “Foreign aid doesn’t work.” Here’s why: 

 

The great-untold story of foreign assistance is its unparalleled success. Since 1990, child mortality has been cut in half, 

meaning 6 million fewer children will die before their fifth birthday. Extreme poverty has been cut in half. Many fatal diseases 

are now prevented or treated at relatively low cost. Let’s not forget that the near global eradication of polio, led by the U.S. 

government and private partners, has left ten million people not crippled and walking today. U.S. foreign assistance is an 

inspiring story that delivers large-scale, life-saving, measurable outcomes for children and families in impoverished countries 

through poverty reduction, improved health and development, and humanitarian assistance.  

 

2. FACT:  Foreign assistance is 1% of the federal budget and yields real returns on investment. 
STOP THE MYTH: “Foreign assistance is a bloated and wasted 25% of the federal budget.” Here’s why: 

 

It's hard for Americans to comprehend just how little we spend on foreign assistance, so it's not surprising, when polled, most 

Americans believe our government spends upwards of 25% of the budget on foreign assistance. The portion of the federal 

foreign assistance budget specifically dedicated to alleviating poverty, disease, hunger and meeting emergency humanitarian 

needs is one half of one percent. Yet, poverty-focused health and development assistance is incredibly cost-effective and can 

offer an impressive return on investment (ROI). For instance, for every $1 invested in malaria prevention and treatment, $40 in 

economic benefits can be expected through healthier, better-educated and more productive working communities. Some basic 

nutrition interventions can bring in a $138 ROI for every $1 invested through better health and increased productivity. 

3. FACT: The vast majority of taxpayers favor public funding for foreign assistance. 
STOP THE MYTH: “Most taxpayers want to stop funding foreign assistance.” Here’s why: 

 

Polls consistently show Americans believe the U.S. government should spend between 5-10% of our federal budget on foreign 

assistance. We spend less than 1%. A May 2017 University of Maryland survey found an overwhelming 81% say they favor 

“food and medical assistance to people in needy countries” (Republicans 73%, Democrats 90%) and only 5% of Americans 

wanted to eliminate foreign assistance (Republicans 7%, Democrats 3%), and numerous recent polls have shown Americans 

value and prioritize U.S. government foreign assistance as a moral act. 

 

4. FACT:   Women and girls are key to sustainable success. 
STOP THE MYTH:  “Reducing infant mortality sounds good but the hard reality is, the earth can’t sustain higher population 

growth, especially in unstable parts of the world.” Here’s why: 

 

Investing in women and girls through increased access to things like education, healthcare, water, sanitation, and agricultural 

tools and training yields huge returns for families, communities, economies and countries. World Bank data shows that the 

higher the level of a woman’s educational attainment, the fewer children she is likely to bear. Education and healthcare for 

women and girls dramatically reduces child marriage and infant mortality, which in turn also lowers birth rates because a 

woman will try to have fewer babies when fewer of her babies are likely to die. Putting aside the terrible tragedy of the loss of 

a child, the statistics bear this out and countries with high infant mortality rates also have the highest birthrates and the fastest 

growing populations in the world.  

5. FACT: Saving lives and alleviating suffering globally can be complementary with addressing 

domestic priorities. 
STOP THE MYTH:  “Helping poor and sick children overseas means we neglect American children.” Here’s why: 

 

There’s no question domestic issues always take budgetary priority. The modest funding to reduce diseases that kill and cripple 

children abroad does not reduce the funding spent to combat any issues that afflict the well-being of children here in the U.S. It 

is never an either/or situation. Not to be overlooked is how foreign assistance keeps infectious diseases, which know no 

political boundaries, outside our borders. It boosts developing economies, which positively reverberates in the U.S. through 



economic and job growth – and that helps American families. 

 

6. FACT:   Foreign assistance yields economic benefits for Americans. 
STOP THE MYTH: “Foreign assistance doesn’t benefit the U.S.” Here’s why: 

 

When U.S. foreign assistance helps other countries economically improve, they can purchase American goods and services. 

This move from aid to trade is important for American workers. One in 5 American jobs is tied to trade and 1 in 3 

manufacturing jobs is tied to exports, currently supporting more than 10 million jobs, with half of U.S. exports going to the 

developing world. Bill Gates says: “The point is not that aid directly makes poor people richer. It’s that aid helps create a 

foundation for growth. Along with many other factors, it helps remove some of the barriers that keep people from making the 

most of their talents. And when people in one place do better, the rest of us do better, too.” 

 

7. FACT: Transparency, independence and local leadership are foreign assistance priorities. 
STOP THE MYTH: “Foreign assistance creates dependency & corruption, furthering colonial mentality.” Here’s why: 

 

The U.S. Agency for International Development, USAID, continues to support anti-corruption efforts by strengthening 

oversight and transparency of development finances. Tremendous progress has been made in the last ten years. USAID doesn't 

go it alone -- some 60% of USAID’s funding goes to American non-government organizations (NGOs), faith-based 

organizations (FBOs) and private American contractors, who in turn implement in partnership with host governments and local 

NGOs. That collaboration with host governments and local communities –- from vaccinations and agricultural training, to 

building stronger health systems and safe drinking water projects, also helps foster self-reliance and more resilient 

communities.  

 

8. FACT:  Foreign assistance helps protect the U.S. from global health threats. 
STOP THE MYTH: “Diseases ‘over there’ don’t infect people in the U.S.” Here’s why: 

Diseases and pandemics know no political borders and pathogens are only a plane ride away. Stopping contagious diseases 

where they begin is in U.S. self-interest. Foreign assistance that improves health – from medicines and vaccines to electricity 

and toilets, can reduce, contain and even prevent a myriad of health threats, like Ebola, Zika, deadly influenzas and drug-

resistant diseases like TB, protecting health for Americans at home and abroad. 

9. FACT: Foreign assistance is a integral, bipartisan-supported piece of U.S. national security. 
STOP THE MYTH: “Money for foreign assistance takes away from our military might.” Here’s why: 

 

U.S. foreign assistance makes America safer by helping to make the world safer. Reducing poverty and increasing opportunity 

makes countries less prone to instability and conflict, mass migration and terrorism. The Pentagon agrees and is a stalwart 

supporter of non-defense diplomacy and development. When former U.S. Central Command Commander General James 

Mattis, now the Trump Administration's Secretary of Defense, testified before the Senate Armed Services Committee, he 

famously said, “If you don’t fund the State Department fully, then I need to buy more ammunition.” 

 

10. FACT: The private sector actively funds and supports foreign assistance, but no one can replace 

the impact of U.S. government leadership, funding and influence. 
STOP THE MYTH: “The private sector can take care of needs in developing countries.” Here’s why: 

  

USAID has been in the vanguard of donors in recognizing the important role of the private sector to development, most notably 

via the agency’s launch in 2001 of a program targeting public-private partnerships (PPPs) with well over 1,600 USAID PPPs 

initiated since then. In fact, civic groups, corporations, philanthropy, other governments, multilateral organizations, NGOs, 

faith-based organizations (FBOs,) and local and faith communities, invest massive funding and expertise that collectively 

dwarf federal foreign assistance dollars. But federal funds can help leverage billions more in private dollars, and the U.S. 

government is essential in launching global initiatives to eradicate diseases, setting international goals and strategies, providing 

an unparalleled convening role, working government-to-government to increase indigenous country capacity for economic 

growth, underwriting innovation in global health advances, negotiating price reductions on life-saving commodities, as well as 

providing critical levels of funding. 

 

BONUS FACT: Progress is impressive, but need remains: According to WHO, 5.6 million children under age five died 

in 2016, that’s 15,000 every day -- most from preventable diseases. U.S. leadership can and must continue to help lead the 

way to a healthier, more secure and more prosperous future for all God’s children, near and far. 

 

And that’s no myth. 


