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Abstract
This article provides a critical review of the evidence on ‘thinking and working politically’ (TWP) in development. Scholars
and practitioners have increasingly recognised that development is a fundamentally political process, and there are con-
certed efforts underway to develop more politically-informed and adaptive ways of thinking and working in providing de-
velopment assistance. However, while there are interesting and engaging case studies in the emerging, largely practitioner-
based literature, these do not yet constitute a strong evidence base that shows these efforts can be clearly linked to more
effective aid programming. Much of the evidence used so far to support these approaches is anecdotal, does not meet
high standards for a robust body of evidence, is not comparative and draws on a small number of self-selected, relatively
well-known success stories written primarily by programme insiders. The article discusses the factors identified in the TWP
literature that are said to enable politically-informed programmes to increase aid effectiveness. It then looks at the state of
the evidence on TWP in three areas: political context, sector, and organisation. The aim is to show where research efforts
have been targeted so far and to provide guidance on where the field might focus next. In the final section, the article
outlines some ways of testing the core assumptions of the TWP agenda more thoroughly, to provide a clearer sense of the
contribution it can make to aid effectiveness.
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1. Introduction

A long-standing criticism of development assistance has
been its technocratic focus. This technocratic approach
can be traced back to the origins of modern develop-
ment assistance after the Second World War, which
was in part based on the belief that ‘underdevelop-
ment is a function of a lack of resources—usually fi-
nancial, but also technical or human—and that this can
be tackled with a sufficient infusion of capital’ (Hudson
& Dasandi, 2014, p. 239). However, the growing focus

on aid effectiveness—or more specifically, the lack of
aid effectiveness (see Bourguignon & Sundberg, 2007;
Doucouliagos & Paldam, 2009; Tarp & Hansen, 2003)—
has led to criticisms of the failure of aid donors to en-
gage with the inherently political nature of the devel-
opment process, criticisms that have come from various
sources over an almost thirty year period (e.g. Easterly,
2006; Ferguson, 1990; Leftwich, 2000; Unsworth, 2009).
From this perspective, the persistence of poor policies
and weak institutions is believed to have less to do with a
lack of knowledge or finance and more to do with the ac-
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Figure 3. Case studies grouped according to organization.

3. Is There a ‘Good Enough’ Evidence Base on TWP and
Aid Effectiveness?

Leading on from this, in addition to the content gaps
that have been noted above, there are also important
methodological limitations in the literature. These gaps
and limitations mean that, while there are certainly in-
teresting and engaging case studies, they do not consti-
tute the kind of ‘rigorous-enough’ evidence base that is
needed to support more ambitious causal and predictive
claims about the role of TWP in improving aid effective-
ness and securing better development outcomes, includ-
ing in fragile environments.

With a few exceptions the case studies reviewed fall
short of the high standards on transparency, validity, reli-
ability and cogency that one would expect in a strong ev-
idence base (DFID, 2014). The literature continues to be
almost entirely made up of single programme case stud-
ies, with few attempts at comparison, and written for
the most part by programme insiders. There have been
recent improvements in terms of transparency on meth-
ods, most notably Denney (2016), Denney and McLaren
(2016), Hadley and Tilley (2017), Harris (2016) and Lucia,
Buckley, Marquette and McCulloch (2017, in press). How-
ever, even these rely largely on interviews and docu-
mentary analysis, or a form of action research, rather
than methods more appropriate for establishing causal
explanations. Moreover, approaches to triangulation are
often unclear or entirely absent. Subsequently, in the
case studies reviewed, it is often hard to discern a direct
causal relationship between TWP and the outcomes that
were said to have been achieved.

Only one study in our sample (Booth, 2014) considers
counterfactuals and very few discuss challenges faced
in the programmes or areas that were unsuccessful (no-

table exceptions include Denney and Maclaren (2016),
Hadley and Tilley (2017) and Lucia et al. (2017, in press).
A more balanced approach would look to highlight ar-
eas where TWP has failed to achieve positive results or
to achieve the results that were intended. The fact that
this is uncommon in the case studies reviewed may be,
at least in part, because many TWP case studies have
been written up either by funders themselves or by other
actors who have been involved in evaluating the pro-
gramme as part of its implementation.8

This also means that there are limitations of the ex-
isting literature in terms of its theory-building rather
than theory-testing potential. As we have discussed, the
TWP literature identifies several factors that are seen as
improving the effectiveness of politically-informed pro-
grammes, such as programme managers allowing local
actors to take the lead and programme staff brokering re-
lationships with major interest groups. However, beyond
fairly broad discussions, there is a lack of in-depth analy-
sis of how, and importantly when, these factors lead to
improved outcomes. For example, programme staff bro-
kering relationships with major interest groups by itself
will not enable programme staff to address opposition
to change by these groups or contestation among these
different interest groups. As such, there is also a need
for more attention to causal mechanisms that connect
the factors identified in the literature with increased aid
effectiveness. This would be helped by greater engage-
ment with some of the more general literature on the
politics of reform processes (e.g. Ascher, 1984; Grindle,
2004). In part, this again would be helped by greater en-
gagement with programmes that have adopted elements
of TWP but failed to achieve positive results.

This would seem to be particularly relevant to TWP,
which emphasises the need to test theories of change

8 This also raises more serious questions about the potential for conflicts of interest to arise in ‘insider’ driven research, especially where potential
commercial benefits exist, something that has not yet been sufficiently addressed.
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Appendix. List of case studies.

Programme Donor/lead organisation Country

Australia–Timor-Leste Partnership DFAT Timor-Leste
for Human Development

Budget Strengthening Initiative DFID, AusAID, DANIDA, South Sudan, Sierra Leone, Liberia,
World Bank Democratic Republic of Congo and Uganda,

the Secretariat of the g7+ based
in Timor-Leste

Centre for Inclusive Growth DFID Nepal

Coalitions for Change DFAT-TAF Philippines

Community Dispute Resolution TAF Philippines

Community Dispute Resolution TAF, Hewlett Foundation Nepal
& later USAID

Community Dispute Resolution TAF Sri Lanka

Community Policing TAF, DFID & BHC Sri Lanka

Community Policing TAF Timor-Leste

Developing Commercical Agriculture World Bank Ghana

Disarmament, Demobilisation Peace Direct DRC
and Reintegration in DRC

Empowerment, Voice and Accountability DFID Pakistan
for Better Health and Nutrition

Energy Subsidy Reform World Bank Morocco

EU Forest Law Enforcement, Governance EU, DFID Asia, Africa, Central and South America
and Trade Action Plan

Facility for Oil Sector Transparency and Reform DFID Nigeria

Governance for Development DFAT Timor-Leste

Governance for Growth DFAT Indonesia

Governance for Growth in Vanuatu DFAT Vanuatu

Health sector quality improvement projects Multiple donors Ghana, Ethiopia
(‘basket’ case study)

Infrastructure Reform World Bank Sierra Leone

Infrastructure Reform World Bank Zambia

Knowledge Sector Initiative DFAT/Government Indonesia
of Indonesia

Leather Sector Initiative DFAT, TAF Bangladesh

Legal Assistance for Economic Reform DFID Kenya, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Somaliland,
Uganda, Bangladesh, Burma, Tanzania

Local government development programmes UNCDF Uganda
(‘basket’ case study)

Local Infrastructure in Papua New Guinea World Bank PNG

Pacific Leadership Program DFAT Pacific region with a focus on Samoa,
Solomon Islands, Tonga and Vanuatu

Pacific Women Shaping Pacific Development DFAT Fiji, Kiribati, Papua New Guinea and Tonga

Papua New Guinea Governance Facility DFAT PNG
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Programme Donor/lead organisation Country

Pay and Attendance Monitoring Programme DFID, Global Fund Sierra Leone

Private Sector Development DFID DRC

Pyoe Pin DFID, SIDA, DANIDA Myanmar

Reforming Solid Waste Management DFAT/TAF Cambodia

Rural Water and Accountability Programme DFID, SNV Netherlands Tanzania
Development Organisation

Shifting Incentives in the Power Sector World Bank Dominican Republic

State Accountability and Voice Initiative DFID Nigeria

State Partnership for Accountability, DFID Nigeria
Responsiveness and Capability

Strategic Capacity Building Initiative UNDP, World Bank Rwanda

Strategy and Policy Unit Various private foundations Sierra Leone
and institutional donors

Strengthening Local Service Delivery in World Bank Philippines
the Philippines

The Enabling State Programme DFID Nepal

Voices for Change DFID Nigeria

Western Odisha Rural Livelihoods Programme DFID India

World Bank Country Assistance Strategy World Bank Mongolia
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