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1. The problem of capacity

The recent Paris Declaration on Aid  Effectiveness (March 2005) emphasised that capacity development is an important challenge to international development assistance. Capacity development includes the capacity to plan, manage, implement, and account for results of policies and programmes.

The problem of capacity in development refers one the one hand to limited absorptive capacity in the countries receiving development assistance. On  the other hand, the problem of capacity  also denotes the limited knowedge of how to develop capacity and design effective institutions. This has previously been demonstrated by the problem of parallell institutions: i.e. temporary project implementation units,  that fail to survive, when donor funding is terminated.

The topic of this presentation is state capacity and nation building. I want to discuss what we mean by state capacity,  what is the link between nation building and capacity development, and how does national context affect efforts to develop state capacity.  

2. Major forms of capacity

State capacity (according to Polidano 2000) refers to the state’s ability to “write the rules of the game” that governs social action -  including the state’s capacity to extract resources to fund its activities through taxation. While the concept of state capacity also encompasses what Michael Mann (1984) labelled “despotic power”, i.e. the power of political leaders to take decisions unconstrained by non-state actors, the concept of public sector capacity has a more limited focus on  the administrative machinery of government.  We may refer to three main types of state capacity:  policy capacity, implementation capacity, and operational capacity. 

(i) Policy capacity denotes the capability of politicians and public officials to design policies (as in the case of sector-wide reforms in education). Although politicians (ministers, the cabinet, the parliament) identify the broad goals and make the important decision about which policies to adopt, bureaucrats have an important role to play as well.  They collect information about how the present system is working, what are the critical problems and challenges, and what are realistic strategies and solutions to improve the functioning of the system. Such policy competence seems vital, especially in the early phases of programme design when the basic structure of a sector programme is laid out and negotiated with potential international funding agencies. 

- It would on the one hand include diagnostic skills for analysing the current situation, e.g. how the national educational system currently is functioning, and what are the main strengths and weaknesses. Established procedures for collecting, storing and processing data are also crucial in such situations. 

- On the other hand, policy capacity would also include skills in developing policy options and plans for how to reform the system, i.e. to propose direction and alternative strategies for moving beyond the present situation. The need for policy capacity was emphasised by Lene Buchert (2002) in a study of sector wide approaches in education in Ghana, Mozambique and Burkina Faso. She noticed that the national ministries of education in her case studies lacked relevant planning competence for a sector-wide approach. Such competence becomes critical since the basic assumption is that the ministry will take a lead position.  The ministry is expected to coordinate the efforts of national and international actors and develop a common national policy framework for the education sector. The sector-wide approach is especially demanding in this respect because it involves taking into consideration multi-sector, macro-economic and political issues. When the international agencies sensed that a ministry did not have the capacity to provide direction and sit in the driver’s seat, they tended to become sceptical of the ministry, started to distrust its representatives, and the ministry’s coordination efforts would fail because nobody would follow their advice. 

(ii) Implementation capacity refers to the knowledge and skills required to carry out plans and put into force rules and regulations that have been adopted by national political authorities. Policy implementation may be conceived as the process whereby a policy programme is put into practice. A basic assumption in the study of policy implementation is that such processes may unfold in ways and directions that deviate from the original policy formulations. A classic study by sociologist Philip Selznick (1949) demonstrated that the establishment of the Tennesee Valley Authority under President Roosevelt’s New Deal Programme did not take place as intended. TVA came to cater to other, more powerful interest groups than those originally targeted due to certain social and political mechanisms at work. In a similar way another study by Pressman and Wildavsky (1973) illustrated how the local implementation of a programme to diminish unemployment was negatively affected by the complexity of joint action. 

Other case studies support the hypothesis that a discrepancy may arise when a policy is put into practice, both in the education sector and in other sectors of society (for a short review of relevant literature see Moulton et al. 2002; Odden 1991; Winter 2003). Actors at different levels will influence how reform goals are interpreted and operationalised, and they will also be in a position to control how resources are allocated at the local level.  Case studies presented by Moulton et al. (2002) in five African countries (Malawi, Uganda, Benin, Guinea, and Ethiopia) demonstrated that the outcomes of educational reforms are significantly shaped by what occur in the implementation phase. In most cases the objectives of such reforms were only vaguely specified in relevant policy documents. How objectives eventually were operationalised was, to a large extent, the result of how successful various players were in propagating their own interpretations of objectives and influencing the resource allocation, i.e. what Moulton et al. refer to as the “politics of prioritising”.   

(iii) Operational capacity  indicates the knowledge and skills required to operate the system that has been established. This is a distinction that frequently is made in theories of leadership, management and organisation: between skills in the management of change and entrepreneurship, - and skills in management and administration of the regular day to day activities of organisations (e.g. Strand 2001).  A ministry of education may have the capacity to bring about change in the national school system, yet this may differ from the ability to ensure that the school system is working properly on a regular basis. In the literature on policy implementation the concept of operational competence links up with the claim that eventually implementation is about the behaviour of “street-level bureaucrats”, i.e. the front-line service workers who have a direct responsibility for delivering and enforcing public services (Meyers and Vorsanger 2003). 

In the education sector the concept of street-level bureaucrats refers to the teachers, and operational competence would mean that the educational system and its various components possess the knowledge and skills necessary to ensure that the teachers provide high quality teaching.  From an administrative perspective operational competence would encompass knowledge of how to organise and manage the school system in an effective and efficient way: by training teachers so that they know how to teach, by providing the relevant resources, and by establishing rules and routines which ensure that teachers are loyal to the goals of the system and not only try to satisfy their own needs. Moulton et al. (2002: 206) noted that the reforms they studied in Africa did not have very much impact on local level actors, such as teachers and principals. Teachers were “in the long run, critical to implementing reform policies and programs”, and although reforms impinged upon the teaching conditions they did not have “much impact on their behaviour in the classroom”.  

3. Capacity development

The existing literature provides very limited insights into how the above mentioned forms of capacity may be increased. In principle, the three types of capacity, presented above, may be located: Either at the individual level, as skills of individual officials. Or they may be located at the collective level as organisational capabilities: as systems, routines, cultures.

- Individual skills may be aquired through formal training: university education as well av focused short courses. Skills are, however, also a matter of experience and supervision. The concept of tacit knowledge is about learning how to do things in practice that is not so easy to put into words and learn from textbooks: for instance, how to negotiate, or when to seek advice from your superior. Developing learning organisations and communities of practice are important sources of such learning of tacit knowledge in policy design, implementation or operational activities. 

- Collective  capabilities are the capabilities that emerge from social cooperation, i.e. how individuals cooperate to achieve common goals in a primary school or  a planning department. They denote aspects of the social relationships that link individuals together in specific ways. For instance, organisational structures and routines specify divisions of work and responsibility: e.g. who in the ministry will deal with pedagogical matters, who will deal with financial matters, and how will they interact. Organisational cultures provide values and norms that may give, or not give, individual actors a sense of mission and identity as dedicated civil servants that work for the common best - like in the high-performing organisations studied by Grindle (1997) and Tendler (1997).  Rausch and Evans (1999) have emphasised the superiority of a  Weberian bureaucracy, in particular a recruitement and promotion system based on meritocratic principles. 

As noted both collective as well as individual skills are important in all three areas of capacity. However, in a long term perspective, probably operational capacity is more difficult to construct, and so is also the kind of collective capabilities we talk about. It is more difficult to change a system than an individual, and it is more difficult to bring about permanent change then to change a system temporarily. 

4.  The importance of national context

State capacity is tightly linked to historical and societal context. The latter is the more general position of Francis Fukuyama (2004) in a recent book. Here he claims that there are no globally valid rules for organizational design. 


“Most good solutions to public administration problems, while having certain common features of institutional design, will not be clear-cut “best practices” because they will have to incorporate a great deal of context specific information.” (Fukuyama 2004:58) 

For instance, a technique like MBO assumes low power distance at the outset, and may fit the administrative culture of Norway, but low power distance is not the case in Bangladesh.  This has important policy implications and strongly affects the assumption that developing countries may imitate the administrative systems of the developed countries. Variations in national values and norms significantly impact on what stand out as optimal organisational forms, and local knowledge is a precondition for creating optimal local solutions. 

Hofstede studied the national branches of IBM globally and demonstrated that differences in national culture (e.g. power distance, or degree of individualism) influence how members of organisations relate to each other.  Others have pointed out that local power structures significantly impact what are possible organisational solutions (e.g. Boesen and Therkildsen 2004). Organisational and institutional change is inherently “a political process that creates winners and losers and challenges vested interests” (Hilderbrand 2002:325).

The implication of this not necessarily that institutional transfer is impossible. Rather we may adopt the position propagated by Richard Rose (1993) who has developed a guide to lesson-drawing in public policy. According to Rose policy makers continously are engaged in learning from other countries. Sometimes such learning is successful, other times not, and the important question is why some efforts succeed and others fail. A historical example of successful learning is Japan who in the mid-nineteenth century, after centuries of isolation from the rest of the world, initiated a deliberate process of  policy learning from the West. After World War II another round of such policy imitation took place which again brought the country to the forefront of international development. Rose (2001) suggests that successful lesson-drawing (as in the case of Japan) is about identifying a domestic policy problem, searching for relevant solutions in other countries, and constructing a lesson that is likely to work in the domestic context. Creating a lesson may take different forms: copying, adaptation, making a hybrid, synthesis, inspiration. Copying means that the lesson drawn is very similar to the prototype, while adaptation entails that contextual adjustments are made when the new programme is designed. Making a hybrid or synthesis implies that components from several programmes are combined, and inspiration merely means that policymakers are stimulated to “think” in novel ways. The appropriate form of the lesson created will depend upon the context.


“Lesson-drawing is about contingencies: under what circumstances and to what extent will a programme that works there also work here? It is about specifying ways of learning from foreign experience in order to develop a programme that can better deal with a domestic problem.. ..It encourages policymakers to be sceptical about assuming that so-called ‘best practice’ policies can readily be adopted, but it encourages scepticism about arguments that what is done there can never happen here. (Rose 2001:5)

The underlying assumption is, nonetheless, that lesson-drawing is carried out by those in charge of policy formulation, i.e. that there is an ownership of the lessons to be drawn. Peter Evans (2004) has proposed that ownership may be created by establishing institutions that increase democracy and deliberation. Such institutions will provide arenas for popular participation at different levels, and they will make it possible for people to make their own choices. His proposal is based on Nobel prize winner Amartia Sen’s argument: that participation  and “thickly democratic decision-making institutions” are a fundamental priority in all development efforts. They provide a basis for “public discussion and exchange of ideas, information, and opinions”.  Democracy, in the “thin sense” of democratic elections and civil rights, is important but not sufficient to involve ordinary citizens in “joint planning, problem-solving and strategizing” in order to promote “empowered participatory governance”.  

According to Evans thick democracy may be messy to bring about, and difficult to control. Yet experiences from Porto Alegre in Brazil and Kerala in India illustrates that it is possible to engage ordinary citizens in “participatory budgeting” and resource allocation. The message is that it works and has an impact.

By introducing deliberative institutions developing countries may avoid what he labels “institutional monocropping”, i.e. the institutional equivalent of old fashioned strategies of agricultural monocropping.  Institutional monocropping is based on the premise that there is “a one best way” of designing institutions regardless of national and local context.  Participatory political institutions may stand out as meta-institutions that can be used to improve the quality of other institutions, for instance by involving those who are affected in designing and controlling the systems for public service delivery. Thus “thick democracy” will provide a guarantee that institutions are adapted to the local context, because local ownership is increased, and because local knowledge is better exploited under conditions of participation.
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