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It’s the politics! Can donors rise to the challenge?

Sue Unsworth

1. Confronting the challenge

Few staff of donor agencies would dispute that public policy making 
in their own countries is an inherently political process. They recognise 
that reforming public services, designing tax policy, or making decisions 
about how to allocate public expenditure all involve complex processes of 
negotiation, bargaining and contestation between groups with different 
interests and perspectives, against the background of historical legacies 
and institutions specific to a particular context. So why is it proving so hard 
to make the case that public policy making in developing countries is also, 
inescapably, political?

Part of the explanation is that donors, like the rest of humankind, cannot 
bear very much reality. Public policy making – for example to improve the 
quality of education – is challenging even in rich countries with effective 
bureaucracies, political parties that aggregate interests and systems of 
political competition that incentivise the creation of public goods. Seeking 
to support developmental change in poor countries with weak public 
institutions and clientelist politics is extraordinarily challenging. moreover 
donors, as outsiders, will always find it hard to understand the history, 
culture, institutions and political dynamics at work in countries that are not 
their own, especially as so much decision making that affects public policy 
is carried out through informal, personalised networks. many donor staff are 
strongly motivated to help improve the lot of desperately poor and vulnerable 
people. Armed with money and expertise that gives them largely unfounded 
confidence in their ability to influence events, they are strongly tempted to 
look for shortcuts that bypass the messy reality of “local” politics.

The story of how the aid business constructed its own, simplistic, highly 
technocratic narrative about how developmental change happens is by 
now familiar, having been meticulously documented by Carothers and de 
Gramont (2013), among others. Apolitical approaches to aid were rooted in 
early assumptions that economic growth could be stimulated by injections 
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of capital and technical assistance, and that political development would 
automatically follow economic development. For years, donors responded to 
poor aid outcomes with new policy fixes: state-led economic take-off in the 
1960s, basic needs in the 1970s, “getting the policies right” and shrinking the 
state in the 1980s, and rediscovery of the need for effective public institutions 
in the 1990s. The end of the Cold War brought a new focus on politics and 
democratic governance, but the approach has too often involved top-down, 
technocratic efforts to reform formal institutions, on the basis of “good 
governance” models imported from OECD countries.

2. The almost revolution

Over the past decade a growing number of scholars and practitioners have 
mounted an increasingly effective pushback against apolitical approaches 
to development assistance. Research and experience have demonstrated 
time and again the limited impact of donor-driven, best-practice approaches 
to formulating policy and reforming institutions. Particularly influential 
challenges have come from Dani Rodrik (2007), highlighting the need to 
think about the function rather than the form of institutions; merilee Grindle 
(2004a), ridiculing attempts to pursue far-reaching “good governance” reforms 
in unsupportive environments; and matt Andrews (2013), chronicling the 
limited impact of top-down institutional reforms pursued over many years by 
the World Bank and others. Not only are such approaches largely ineffective, 
they can also be damaging: matt Andrews and others (2012) have warned of 
the risks that importing standard responses to predetermined problems will 
undermine local efforts to build state capability; James Putzel (OECD, 2009) has 
highlighted the importance of “do no harm” approaches, especially in fragile 
and conflict-affected states.

Donors have listened – up to a point. Today most development practitioners 
pay at least lip service to the idea that politics plays a central role in supporting 
or impeding development, and that they need to shift their focus from trying 
to achieve short-term transformational change to thinking about what kind 
of incremental progress might be feasible within a given context. Crude 
assumptions about the ability of aid and conditionality to stimulate good 
governance have given way to the concept of good enough governance; 
discussion has shifted from pursuit of best practice policies to a search for 
“good fit”. The 2004 World Development Report (World Bank, 2003) put the 
spotlight on the politics of service delivery. The conversation about corruption 
has become more nuanced, with some recognition of the links to levels of 
political competition and the role that patronage plays in maintaining political 
and social stability.

most of the main aid agencies have developed frameworks for political 
economy analysis (PEA), at country and sector level. The quality of studies 
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is variable but at their best they have helped to structure and legitimise 
the tacit knowledge that donor staff often have about the way historical 
trajectories, geopolitical factors, deeply embedded social and economic 
structures, and formal and informal institutions all shape the political 
system and the incentives and behaviour of different groups and individuals 
within it. Sector and problem-driven analysis has provided insights into the 
specific ways that political context and process impede (or could incentivise) 
policy and institutional reform.

In short, compared to 10 years ago, a much better-informed, politically 
aware conversation is taking place among many development practitioners. 
The striking thing, however, is how limited the impact has been on what the 
main aid agencies actually do. Donors have found it hard to move from better 
analysis to better practice.

3. Explaining limited impact

A large part of the explanation of why mainstream aid interventions 
are not taking more account of politics is that this would run counter to the 
political economy of the aid business. Especially in an era of fiscal austerity, 
political leaders of development agencies feel under pressure to demonstrate 
to their own taxpayers that aid can achieve significant, measurable, short-term 
results in a very direct way. By contrast, political economy analysis reveals the 
depth of the challenges involved in building effective public institutions to 
support economic growth, justice, security and a range of other basic services 
in poor countries. Some donor agencies are also under high-level political 
pressure to show that aid is supporting foreign policy and security objectives; 
this skews attention away from local political economy dynamics towards a 
pre-set donor agenda. These pressures on donor agencies are real, and they 
influence donor behaviour in obvious, and also quite subtle ways. For example:

• A lot of political economy analysis has been undertaken with a view 
to improving aid effectiveness and finding practical solutions to 
problems identified by donors – rather than trying first to understand 
the messy, complex reality that confronts them and exploring in a 
more open-minded way how to make progress.1 Expectations that 
political analysis could point directly to alternative programming 
strategies have proved unrealistic. So insights from analysis have 
been undervalued, opportunities missed and analytical tools too 
readily dismissed as having little operational value.

• Too much analysis has been superficial, rushed (to meet donor 
programming timetables), insufficiently resourced and undertaken 
as a one-off exercise, not an ongoing endeavour. Donors have often 
not had the skills or sufficient interest to undertake detailed, micro-
level analysis (which is akin to research).
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• Donors have a propensity to oversimplify, seeking to make sense 
of a complex world in ways that are compatible with their existing 
assumptions or ideological biases, or that can be used to justify donor 
activism. So they tend to cherry pick research findings, building 
programmes on flimsy evidence (for example, the proliferation 
of demand-side “voice and accountability” initiatives); seizing on 
important findings and manipulating them to fit their own purposes 
(for example turning the crucial insight about local “ownership” 
of development objectives into the Paris Declaration concept of 
partnership that presupposes a commonality of interests between 
donors and recipient governments); and indulging in wishful thinking 
(for example, that enhancing democracy will support development, 
or that decentralisation will increase accountability of governments 
to citizens). The urge to oversimplify, along with ideological biases, is 
also reflected in donor vocabulary, including general-purpose labels 
that blur important distinctions (for example “neo-patrimonialism” 
as a synonym for corruption or bad governance), and value-laden 
language that embodies unexamined assumptions (rights, inclusion, 
transparency, participation, power sharing).

In short, the problem may not be that PEA fails to deliver valuable 
insights, but that donors are not sufficiently motivated to capture them. For 
their part, researchers have not always been very good at distilling clear 
messages for practitioners that capture ambiguity and complexity, nor very 
interested in doing so.

But other factors are also at work:

• Scholars and governance advisers are not always clear what they 
mean when they talk about politics. The word “politics” causes 
disquiet among many professional groups. Some donor staff worry 
that it implies engaging directly in partisan politics (which is rarely 
the intention). Some read it as advocating the pursuit of specific 
political objectives including democracy building, and are (with 
some justification) sceptical about the level of ambition implied. 
Technical experts, including some governance advisers, may see 
politics as an obstacle to good policy making rather than inherent to 
progressive change, and view political economy analysis primarily 
as a way of managing risk. Governance advisers need to work 
harder at engaging with other professional groups, making it clear 
that they are talking about politics in the sense usefully defined by 
Adrian Leftwich (2008),2 that is, political processes that underpin 
policy choices and the creation of effective institutions (formal and 
informal), and political context that shapes how those processes play 
out. They also need to make it clear that a focus on politics does not 
imply devaluing technical expertise; that they are interested in the 



A GOVERNANCE PRACTITIONER’S NOTEBOOK: ALTERNATIVE IDEAS AND APPROACHES © OECD 2015 51

 IT’S THE POLITICS! CAN DONORS RISE TO THE CHALLENGE?

interaction between politics and growth, not arguing for an exclusive 
focus on institutions; that they recognise the role of ideas, values and 
reputation in incentivising politicians, not just material interests; 
and that in warning against over-optimistic demand-side strategies 
they are not underplaying the importance of broader relationships 
between state and society.

• High turnover of donor staff and lack of systematic evaluation of 
outcomes three to five years after the end of aid interventions 
can give conventional aid projects the appearance of being more 
successful than they really are – providing ammunition to those 
inclined to be sceptical of the importance of politics.

• The argument that politics matters faces a challenge from proponents 
of randomised controlled trials, who advocate this method as a 
way of isolating and assessing the impact of micro-level policy 
interventions, but with a view to drawing broader conclusions about 
what works. Evidence from such trials can be helpful if it is used 
alongside an understanding of how policy interacts with the politics 
of uptake and implementation but is unhelpful if seen as promoting 
a search for generalisable technical solutions that neglect context 
and politics.

• Evidence from research about exactly how politics matters for 
development is much less conclusive than we would like. This is the 
subject of the next section.

4. Research helps, a bit

There is more, accessible research available into the politics and political 
economy of development than there was ten years ago, some of it specifically 
aimed at a policy audience. There is a lot of evidence about why apolitical, 
donor-driven approaches that seek to transfer policy and institutional models 
from rich to poor countries do not work well – why, in Lant Pritchett’s telling 
phrase, it’s not possible to “skip straight to Weber” (Pritchett and Woolcock, 
2004). This message may seem overfamiliar, but given the strong technocratic 
default setting in most donor agencies, it is worth repeating.

However it does not help much in thinking about feasible alternatives. 
It is still very hard to say what “good fit” looks like, or how to achieve it. 
Research underpins the main frameworks for political economy analysis in 
use by donors, but is far from telling a full and uncontested story about how 
development happens, how political institutions shape economic outcomes 
and vice versa, and what kind of incremental reforms might best contribute 
to longer-term, more transformational change. But it does offer some useful 
bits and pieces of evidence that can increase the chances of policy makers 
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doing some useful and feasible things, and stop them doing unproductive 
and harmful things. It will not tell them exactly what to do, but it can shape 
expectations and help them to work out how to think about processes of 
change, what to pay attention to, and how it might be possible to make 
progress in very challenging contexts.

Here are some examples, loosely organised around research that helps 
with how to think about the politics underlying developmental change, 
research that suggests what might be important to focus on, and research 
that provides some insights into approaches and processes that might work. 
There is clearly overlap between the headings. The list is illustrative, not 
exhaustive.

Thinking about the politics

Big picture research3 provides a sense of historical perspective, and of 
the awesome challenge of statebuilding, especially the core challenges of 
how to move from organising coercive power to creating legitimate political 
authority, and from informal, personalised relationships to impersonal, 
rules-based governance. The research offers no models for this transition, but 
useful insights into the way it has happened historically, and into the nature 
of the changes involved.4 Findings of particular relevance to policy makers 
include the role of rent creation and management in limiting and controlling 
violence; the fact that economics, politics, laws and beliefs are intertwined, 
and must change together; and a useful reminder that OECD states are very 
recent historical exceptions. So “natural states5 are not sick” (North et al., 
2009), and the challenge is to find ways of pursuing development within 
them, rather than aiming for transformational change. more generally, big 
picture research should give donors a hefty dose of realism about their ability 
as outsiders to have a significant impact over the short to medium term.

Distilling lessons for practitioners from this kind of big picture research 
without running the risk of oversimplifying can be demanding. Guidance 
from The Asia Foundation (Parks and Cole, 2010) on political settlements, 
and from the DAC Incaf group (for example OECD, 2010) on the dynamics at 
work in the political economies of fragile states, for example, can be useful 
provided they are seen as aids to constructive thinking, rather than firm 
guidance about what to do.

Comparative case studies of more contemporary development experience 
have also provided useful insights into how to think about processes of 
developmental change, and so challenged accepted practice. Research that 
has been influential in shaping donor thinking includes the challenge from 
Dani Rodrik to the comprehensive Washington consensus agenda (Rodrik, 
2003), and from merilee Grindle to the good governance paradigm (Grindle, 
2004b, 2007). The message that you don’t need to get all your ducks in a row 
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in order to make some progress, and that growth can be stimulated by a 
small number of institutional and policy changes, has been a powerful one. 
Other research insights that have the potential to change thinking within 
donor agencies include the proposition from the Africa Power and Politics 
Programme (APPP; Booth, 2012) that it may be more useful to focus on solving 
collective action problems among multiple actors rather than on principal-
agent relationships; and research from the Institute of Development Studies 
(IDS) among others into the role of informal institutions (Centre for the 
Future State, 2010). The APPP and IDS research is relevant for all practitioners 
concerned with the role of institutions in supporting developmental change, 
not just governance advisers. It points to being less pre-occupied with 
strengthening formal institutions and demand-side accountability based on 
OECD models, and paying more attention to existing local capacity including 
informal institutions that could facilitate productive bargaining and problem 
solving among local actors.

The “what” of good fit

At a high level of generality, research has some powerful messages for 
practitioners about what matters for development. So it is widely accepted that 
elite incentives, and in particular relationships between holders of political 
power and holders of economic power, are fundamental to governance and 
growth, and that political institutions influence economic outcomes and vice 
versa. But there is much less agreement about how, exactly, the key causal 
relationships play out, and how to translate broad propositions into credible 
policy guidance. There is also good evidence that sources of revenue are critical 
to shaping the interests of political elites, and that dependence on revenue 
from natural resource exports or aid often contributes to bad governance; 
conversely, tax relationships have historically been important in fostering 
government incentives to nurture economic growth, build bureaucratic 
capability, and become more responsive and accountable to citizens (Centre 
for the Future State, 2010). But how exactly these relationships might play out 
and affect development outcomes in today’s developing countries is much less 
clear, although some useful ideas are emerging (Prichard, 2010).

There is also evidence from individual cases about what has worked 
in a particular context, sometimes providing good insights into how and 
why. Such studies can be useful in stimulating ideas and as a reminder to 
pay attention to the detail of policy change, but do not offer generalisable 
conclusions. By contrast, comparative case studies are starting to offer some 
broader ideas about things that might be important for development above 
the level of a particular intervention in a specific context – so-called mid-
range theory. They include:
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• Findings from the APPP research (Booth and Cammack, 2013) into 
local-level service provision identify a number of factors influencing 
performance outcomes across a range of countries in sub-Saharan 
Africa, including the damaging impact of institutional incoherence, 
the positive effects of top-down discipline imposed on service 
providers, and the scope for local-level collective action.

• A clutch of recent programmes, including APPP, Tracking Development,6 
and the Elites, Production and Poverty research programme7 (Booth 
and Therkildsen, 2012), point to the importance of policies to support 
economic transformation through diversification and accumulation 
of technological capacity, and especially policies to increase the 
productivity of agricultural smallholders. The argument is that 
economic transformation brings social change and can help create the 
conditions for better governance (although there is no automaticity 
about this). All the programmes pay attention to the politics shaping 
incentives to adopt policy change.

• Research from The Asia Foundation advocates targeting strategic 
economic policy reforms that can achieve significant and sustainable 
impact, often through small changes to formal rules that change 
incentives and behaviour of key stakeholders (Faustino and Fabella, 
2011). The reforms need to be both technically sound and politically 
feasible, a balance struck through operational methods of “development 
entrepreneurship” that are politically smart and locally led (see below).

• Research by the University of Birmingham and others (Batley and 
Harris, 2014) into the politics of service delivery offers policy makers 
some useful guidance on how to identify the way characteristics of 
different sectors (for example their visibility, their measurability 
and the nature of demand for them) affect both political incentives 
to provide services and relationships of accountability between 
politicians, service providers and users. Earlier research also usefully 
prompts policy makers to think about the way the nature of a task 
to be performed (for example, its specificity) affects organisational 
performance (Israel, 1987) and how the content of policy reform 
affects the ease with which it can be implemented (Grindle, 2007).

• Research into the impact of social accountability initiatives suggests 
that demand-side programmes based on assumptions that “information 
is power” have had mixed results, while broader strategies aimed at 
empowering coalitions of actors from both state and society may be 
more promising (Fox, 2014).

• Research by The Centre for the Future State (2010), picked up and 
elaborated by the OECD DAC (2012), highlights the way the global 
environment creates perverse incentives for political elites in poor 
countries by giving them unearned sources of income from natural 
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resource rents and criminal activities. This weakens their incentives 
to engage with citizens, build public institutions and nurture the 
economy. Donor governments, as major actors in international 
trading and financial systems, should be well placed to support 
reform to financial, commercial and legal arrangements that help 
mitigate such perverse incentives.

• more recently, Brian Levy (2014) has drawn on many of these bits 
and pieces of evidence – and also Elinor Ostrom’s extensive research 
on collective action, and work by Dani Rodrik and others on the 
scope for identifying binding constraints to growth – to offer a more 
ambitious guide to “good fit”. He proposes a framework that helps 
clarify how policy priorities might vary across different polities, with 
a view to identifying what action could be taken in the short run to 
provide a stronger platform for development in a decade’s time. The 
framework distinguishes among countries on the basis of whether 
their politics are dominant or competitive, and within each of these, 
whether the rules of the game centre around personalised deal 
making or more impersonal rule of law. These different typologies 
give rise to different incentives and different potential trajectories of 
change. Levy discusses at a macro level the scope to set in motion, 
and sustain, virtuous circles of interaction between growth, social 
change and governance that provide forward momentum. At a 
micro-level he looks at initiatives to address binding constraints to 
development. The framework provides a useful first cut in thinking 
about politically feasible priorities in different contexts; however, as 
Levy warns, “no simple reform dictum can substitute for in-depth, 
country-specific knowledge and informed judgement”.

The “how” of good fit

While evidence about the “what” of good fit is still fragmentary, a degree 
of consensus is emerging about the kind of approaches that might increase 
the chances of policy makers identifying technically sound and politically 
feasible ways forward. For example:

• Recognising the complexity of development challenges and the 
unpredictability of change processes, there is increasing agreement 
that successful institutional and policy reform emerges through 
approaches that are problem focused, iterative, adaptive and learning 
oriented – what matt Andrews (2013) calls problem-driven iterative 
adaptation. Others have built on this, emphasising the need for 
such approaches to be politically informed and locally led (Booth 
and Unsworth, 2014; Wild et al., 2015). Brian Levy (2014) talks of 
incremental reforms that offer a path to progress and cumulatively 
can make a difference.
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• There is growing emphasis on “working with the grain”, in the 
sense that successful reforms need to be aligned with a country’s 
political and institutional realities; and that existing institutions 
that are locally anchored may provide a resource on which to build 
(Levy, 2014; Booth and Cammack, 2013). The Local First movement 
(mcGuinness, 2012; Pinnington, 2014) emphasises the need to look 
first for capacity within countries (often outside central government), 
and to recognise that local people need to be at the centre of defining 
and driving how change happens. Research into community-
based organisations in Pakistan (Bano, 2012) has shown how aid 
funding can inadvertently erode local institutions for collective 
action if it fails to understand the basis for existing motivation and 
relationships, and is insensitively designed and implemented.

• There is also some helpful research into processes and people. The 
Developmental Leadership Program has highlighted the importance 
of change-oriented coalitions and political networks for introducing 
and sustaining reform (Leftwich and Wheeler, 2011). merilee Grindle’s 
granular research in Latin America shows how policy makers can 
make progress despite the odds through the exercise of strategic 
choices that respond to the constantly changing dynamics that arise 
in the course of agenda setting, design and policy implementation 
(Grindle, 2004b). The Asia Foundation in the Philippines has found 
effective ways of securing uptake for economic reforms by building 
tacit coalitions of “development entrepreneurs” with the freedom 
to work very politically, below the radar (Faustino and Fabella, 2011; 
Booth, 2014; Booth and Faustino, 2014).

most people outside the aid business would see these findings about the 
“how” of good fit as unremarkable – they are common to most good policy 
making anywhere. However, politically smart, locally led, iterative problem 
solving is not central to most aid interventions, and implies some significant 
changes to donor practice. These among other issues are discussed in the 
next section.

5. What should donors do differently?

Research may provide only bits and pieces of evidence about alternative 
viable development strategies, but even this fragmentary evidence poses a 
clear challenge to the mainstream practices of major donor agencies.

Here are some ideas about how donors might think, act and organise 
differently if they took the research evidence seriously, including the 
proposition that politics plays a central role in development. The section 
is relevant to all development policy makers, but is especially addressed to 
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officials of donor agencies (all of them, not just governance advisers) who, as 
external actors accountable to their own taxpayers, face specific challenges.

Thinking differently

No-nonsense practitioners looking for firm guidance about what to do 
may instinctively reject this as too abstract, but thinking differently is an 
essential starting point for acting more effectively. In particular, thinking 
about political context and processes of change shapes donor language, 
behaviour, expectations and priorities, and so influences what they do and 
how they do it. Without a change in the way they think, donors risk rapidly 
reverting to a technocratic default position. Thinking differently would imply 
that donors should:

• Think first about development processes and desired outcomes (or 
impact), and only subsequently about whether aid funding could 
help support progressive change. Far too much donor thinking and 
language is still aid centric. It may be that aid funding is not needed, 
or could be counterproductive to achieving the desired outcome – for 
example, if it undermines local voluntary effort, or creates perverse 
incentives.

• Think about how developmental change happens, and what this 
implies for the role of donors. Research suggests that development 
is a political process, largely endogenous and cumulative (although 
influenced by changing regional and global contexts). Effective, 
legitimate institutions have to be locally negotiated. It follows that 
donors, as outsiders, can play a supportive but not a leading role in 
facilitating progressive change.

• Start by understanding where a country is, not with where you 
would like it to be.8 This implies being less normative, and rigorously 
examining the assumptions implicit in donor language and 
conceptual frameworks – for example that “voice and accountability” 
programmes are the key to empowering poor people and enabling 
them to influence public policy making. A better alternative, as both 
research (see above) and experience suggest, might be to facilitate 
local coalitions for change that build on shared interests with more 
powerful groups, and collective action to solve local problems. 
Donors inevitably have their own values that inform their high-level 
objectives (poverty reduction, inclusive growth, achievement of social 
and political rights) but their specific programme interventions need 
to take account of how change actually happens. This may involve 
uncomfortable compromises, while indirect, longer-term strategies 
may work better than short-term advocacy.
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• Be less prescriptive (this is related to the previous point). For 
example, findings from both the IDS and Levy research point to being 
more open minded about unorthodox pathways to change, including 
the scope for informal institutions and personalised relationships 
to underpin episodes of economic growth. Being too prescriptive 
in the way they frame a problem can leave donors with an overly 
narrow or politically unfeasible range of options, and can constrain 
understanding about what is really going on (Wild and Harris, 2012). 
It is also critical to bear in mind that interventions that have worked 
well in one context may not work, or may work differently, in a 
different context.

• Avoid the temptation to oversimplify. This has been a major 
stumbling block for donors in moving from analysis to action. The 
first step is to come to terms with the messy reality revealed by 
analysis, and accept that developmental challenges are complex and 
processes of change unpredictable. multiple theories of change that 
are interrogated and amended as new evidence comes to light may be 
more useful than a single narrative. Typologies such as those offered 
by Levy (2014) can help, provided they are seen as a guide to thinking, 
not a substitute for more country-specific investigation.

• Pay attention to the timescales required for different kinds of change: 
for example, social norms and beliefs can take generations to change, 
and institutions can be path-dependent and “sticky”. However, as the 
Philippines examples referred to above demonstrate, specific policy 
change can sometimes be negotiated within a few years (albeit often 
building on earlier initiatives), with significant impact. Thinking 
about realistic timescales for different kinds of change is often 
neglected in formulating theories of change, but is central to making 
good judgements about when to persist and when to change course 
(see below).

• Pay attention to ideas, not just to interests. Political economy 
analysis usefully draws attention to the material interests of political 
and business elites, and the way these can constrain reform. But 
ideas, ideology, values, status and reputation can also be strong 
motivators. This is why donor language, and the way they frame 
development problems, matter.

Acting differently

The history of the aid business is littered with initiatives suggesting that 
donors should do different things, or do them differently. The critical thing 
about the recommendations that follow is that they are rooted in a more 
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politically informed way of thinking about development, not in changing 
donor fashions. Thinking politically implies that donors should:

• Invest in high-quality, ongoing political economy analysis, linked 
to other analysis (social, conflict, gender, growth) as appropriate. 
Such analysis can be done in different ways, employing outside 
consultants or relying on in-house efforts, and using formal analytical 
frameworks or more implicit knowledge. The most important thing 
is to ensure that analysis is not a one-off exercise but becomes 
integral to decision making across all sectors (not just governance 
programmes), and is constantly refreshed.

• Act on “local first”. This means focusing on issues with local salience, 
as perceived by local actors, searching for local capacity before 
offering outside help and facilitating local leadership. It implies a 
significant shift in role for donors and in power relations with their 
“partners”.

• Invest time and effort in building relationships with a broad range 
of stakeholders: this is crucial to understanding their interests and 
incentives, spotting opportunities to build on common interests, and 
creating trust. Donors can invest in building relationships directly 
and also indirectly, by facilitating the creation of coalitions of 
different interest groups and constructive bargaining between them.

• Being politically informed may imply doing different things. At the 
level of formulating country strategies, this could mean taking more 
account of fundamental issues revealed by political analysis – for 
example an unstable political settlement, dependence on natural 
resources as a source of revenue, or specific historical legacies. There 
may be little that donors can do directly to address such issues but 
they will shape the nature of the state and political system, and can 
impose systemic constraints that affect the political feasibility of 
tackling a host of secondary issues and problems. When considering 
sector-level programming, being politically informed may highlight 
the significance for political development of issues often considered 
from a more technical angle, and suggest giving them greater 
priority: examples include recognising the links between broadly 
based economic growth (including smallholder agriculture) and 
governance, or taxation and statebuilding, or global financial 
regulation and country-level incentives for development. Even where 
such sector choices are constrained by legislative earmarking or 
donors’ corporate level objectives; better understanding of what is 
politically feasible should shape choices at the level of individual 
programmes about the content and ambition of desired reform.9
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• Being politically informed means doing things differently. As noted 
above, there has been a recent flood of publications, all advocating 
the need for donor interventions to be problem driven, iterative, 
adaptive, flexible and entrepreneurial in searching for solutions to 
complex development problems. They offer sound practical advice 
that does not need repeating here, except for a caution that such 
approaches risk becoming formulaic unless they are also politically 
informed and locally led.10 Being problem driven will in turn affect 
what donors do – for example, focusing on removing context-specific 
constraints to progress rather than on comprehensive reform.

• Make longer-term commitments. The length of donor commitments 
to fund project or programme interventions is often not well matched 
to the timescales required for change. Longer-term commitments can 
allow for experimentation and adaptation, and make it worthwhile 
for local leaders to invest time, effort and reputation. moreover, it 
takes time for outsiders to build in-depth knowledge and networks 
of relationships, so there is value in continued donor engagement in 
a locality and sector of activity. Of course experimentation implies a 
willingness to disengage when a particular course of action proves 
unproductive, and programmes can be designed to link the release 
of funds to satisfactory monitoring and review outcomes. But in 
the past donors have been too inclined to chop and change country 
and sector priorities in response to changing fashions within the 
aid business. Good analysis and long-term relationships coupled 
with good monitoring and evaluation should help them make better 
judgements about when to persist, and when to change course.

• Pay more attention to monitoring, evaluation and learning. There 
has been justifiable criticism of donor preoccupation in recent years 
with achieving short-term results that are pre-specified in project 
documentation. Interventions that are more iterative, adaptive and 
locally led require the development of new approaches that capture 
intermediate processes of change as well as tangible results, and that 
support ongoing learning by a range of different stakeholders. Good 
political analysis is crucial to developing plausible hypotheses for 
change to underpin more flexible monitoring frameworks, allowing 
implementers and funders to track incremental progress and 
outcomes and to change course as necessary, without the constraint 
of over-specified outcomes and timetables set before the process has 
begun. These approaches are still emerging, in ad hoc ways:11 donor 
agencies could usefully invest in developing and supporting them.
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Organising differently

Efforts to think politically and work differently are being led by 
individuals within donor agencies and the research community, but a more 
supportive bureaucratic environment is needed for such approaches to 
become mainstream. Donor agencies should:

• Recruit high quality staff, trust them and keep them in post longer. 
make it clear through recruitment, promotion and management 
arrangements that country knowledge is valued as much as technical 
skills. This could imply giving a more prominent role to locally 
engaged staff, who offer continuity as well as country knowledge.

• Create a culture of critical self-reflection. Thinking and working 
politically requires a change in the culture of how aid agencies 
function, where critical self-reflection is encouraged. This can work, 
even in the most apolitical organisations, if managers set the tone and 
signal to staff that politically informed critique of current programme 
strategies is important for quality and impact. Regular internal 
discussions, with external resource people invited as appropriate, can 
help to keep teams engaged on the changing political dynamics, and 
the implications for programmes.

• Facilitate multidisciplinary working. The social, economic and political 
aspects of development are all interconnected, and political processes 
are central to all aid-funded interventions. multidisciplinary working 
is essential to enable staff from different professional backgrounds to 
see the interconnections between different aspects of development, 
and to counter the ideological biases that are otherwise nurtured 
within individual professional groups. Stand-alone governance 
projects, for example, should be a thing of the past.

• Remove bureaucratic obstacles to adopting problem-driven, 
iterative, adaptive ways of working, and politically smart, locally 
led approaches. This means revising procedural guidance (business 
cases, logical frameworks, monitoring and evaluation processes, 
financial procedures), but also making it clear that quality of 
outcomes is more important than meeting spending targets.

• Connect development policy with the broader global environment 
that shapes development outcomes. Governments and business 
actors in the main aid-giving countries are complicit in practices that 
create perverse incentives for political and economic elites in poorer 
countries; conversely, they have power to change global trade and 
regulatory frameworks, and influence global action – for example, 
on climate change. Bilateral donors need to make the links between 
their government’s development, trade, environment, financial, 
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diplomatic and security activities, and highlight the implications for 
development.

• Initiate a more honest public debate about development and the 
contribution that aid can make to it. much of the urge to oversimplify 
the challenges and to exaggerate the influence of aid donors is 
directed at taxpayers in aid-giving countries, with perverse effects 
on donor practice. Evidence (for example, Glennie, 2012) suggests that 
voters might be more open to an honest narrative that acknowledges 
the size and complexity of the challenge than politicians often allow.

6. Politically smart, locally led approaches

The above may look like a very ambitious agenda, and the prospects for 
uptake slim. But recent publications, for example by the World Bank (Fritz 
et al., 2014), The Asia Foundation and the Overseas Development Institute 
(ODI) (Faustino and Booth, 2014) show that donors can work in ways that 
are iterative, adaptive, problem driven, and that respond to local political 
realities. For example, Booth and Unsworth (2014) present seven cases in 
which donors achieved better outcomes by adopting approaches that were 
politically smart, and locally led. All the interventions produced tangible, 
short-to-medium term results, with prospects of sustaining benefits and 
generating secondary effects, because they made changes to formal or 
informal institutions and relationships that had a positive influence on 
incentives and capacity for collective action.

All the cases involved iterative problem solving and stepwise learning, 
with local actors in the lead. Changes in donor behaviour that contributed 
to successful outcomes included an excellent understanding of context, 
intensive investment in building relationships around common interests 
(not primarily around aid), long-term commitment and continuity of 
staffing, flexible funding arrangements that were not driven by external 
spending targets, strategic use of aid to support needs as they emerged, and 
a willingness to trust local partners to take the lead. In some of the cases 
donors and/or their partners undertook formal social and political economy 
analysis; but in others they relied on staff (international and local) who had 
a very good understanding of political dynamics in a particular country or 
sector as a result of personal experience and professional background. All 
the main actors showed remarkable persistence in pursuing project and 
programme objectives over an extended period of time.
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7. Conclusion

These individual cases are powerful because the findings are well 
aligned with the wider research literature, and because they show that 
donors can work successfully in ways that are politically smart and locally 
led. But while conversations within the main aid agencies reflect a growing 
recognition that politics matters, the bureaucratic environment is often 
less supportive of such approaches than it was 5 to 10 years ago. Booth and 
Unsworth show how a preoccupation with meeting spending targets, a focus 
on short-term results over-specified in advance, a curb on administrative 
costs, and reductions in staff with in-depth field experience all undermine 
politically smart, locally led ways of working. Removing these obvious 
impediments – many of relatively recent origin – would increase the chances 
of committed, innovative individuals identifying good fit approaches, and 
finding the bureaucratic space to pursue them.

But achieving a significant change in mainstream practice would be 
much more challenging, and requires a sea change in the way donor agencies 
think about development and their role in promoting it. Without this the 
risk is that political economy analysis will continue to be under-resourced, 
that attempts to bolt it on to conventional project interventions will fail, that 
iterative approaches will neglect political context and become another set 
of discarded donor “tools”, and that the whole endeavour to promote more 
politically savvy approaches to aid will become discredited.

What are the chances of a sea change? The political economy of donor 
agencies suggests they are not high. However, there are several reasons for 
taking a more optimistic view. One is the rapidly shifting global landscape, as 
aid dependency plummets and with it the leverage traditionally exercised by 
aid donors. A second is the greater priority being given to working in fragile 
and conflict-affected countries, where the risk of doing harm by failing to 
understand the impact of aid on local institutions and political processes 
is increasingly acknowledged. A third is that a reassessment of the role of 
donors would point to things that outsiders are well placed to do, including 
taking action at a global level to reduce the impact of so-called international 
drivers of bad governance; playing a catalytic role in bringing together 
different interest groups within a country and across a region; and providing 
access to outside expertise and experience which can be valuable provided it 
is offered in the context of locally led interventions.

It remains to be seen whether these incentives are sufficient to drive a 
fundamental change in donor thinking and behaviour. But international aid 
is at a crossroads, and donor agencies risk becoming further marginalised 
unless they can adapt.
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Notes
1. Where a more open-minded approach has been taken, PEA can provide telling insights: 

for example, use of country-level strategic governance and corruption analysis led one 
Dutch embassy to realise that their circles of interest were much wider than their circles 
of influence, and that their country strategy needed to focus much more narrowly on the 
area of overlap between the interests of country “partners” and their own.

2. “All the activities of conflict, co-operation and negotiation involved in the use, production 
and distribution of resources, whether material or ideal, whether at local, national or 
international level, or whether in the private or public domains”.

3. For example Bates (2001), North, Wallis and Weingast (2009), Fukuyama (2011, 2014) 
and, to some extent, Acemoglu and Robinson (2012). There is also useful research into 
historical legacies of colonialism, e.g. Lange (2009) and Englebert (2000).

4. For example, North et al. (2009) describe a fundamental change of political logic from 
rent creation through privileges, to rent erosion from competition.

5. “Natural states” are essentially non-OECD states, where personal relationships form 
the basis of social and political organisation, rather than impersonal rights. North et al. 
make the point that OECD states are historically the exception: natural states have been 
the norm throughout most of human history.

6. The Tracking Development project led by the Royal Netherlands Institute of Southeast 
Asian and Caribbean Studies and the African Studies Centre of the University of Leiden, 
www.institutions-africa.org/trackingdevelopment_archived/index.html.

7. The Elites, Production and Poverty research programme co-ordinated by the Danish 
Institute of International Studies, Copenhagen, http://subweb.diis.dk/sw79386.asp.

8. For example, North et al. (2009) suggest that donors should focus on how to make 
progress within “natural states”, rather than on how to support a transition from limited 
to open access orders; Levy (2014) suggests the question: “given the way things are, what 
is to be done?”.

9. See for example Grindle (2007) on the need to navigate between context, content and 
process; and Booth and Faustino (2014).

10. For example process projects, fashionable in the 1980s, recognised the need for 
approaches that were incremental and adaptive, but many were donor driven and not 
informed by a good understanding of wider political context, with the result that efforts 
were often not well directed, and benefits were not sustainable. monitoring of outputs 
and outcomes was often weak.

11. See for example the record of a meeting organised by the IDL Group and The Policy 
Practice in December 2014, at http://thepolicypractice.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/
monitoring-and-learning-in-politically-smart-and-adaptive-programmes.pdf.
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