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ABSTRACT 

This thesis applies ideational and institutional theories to analyse how two specific ideas, 

results and adaptation, have changed the theory and practice of development cooperation. 

The thesis addresses the question of why the results and adaptation ideas are often treated 

as binaries and how this debate has evolved historically. In a first theoretical paper, the 

evolution of results and adaptation is conceptualised as a combination of institutional 

layering and diffusion within development organisations. The second theoretical paper 

applies ideational theory, in particular, the coalition magnet framework, to China as a 

donor countr y. The empirical papers apply ideational and institutional theories to study 

aid projects funded by the World Bank and China in the Rwandan agriculture sector. The 

third paper analyses through which mechanism, results-based principal-agent 

relationships or problem-ÄÒÉÖÅÎ ÉÔÅÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎËȭÓ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍ ÆÏÒ 

Results in the agriculture sector in Rwanda has led to increased agricultural productivity. 

The paper combines causal process tracing and contribution analysis to investigate two 

underlying theories of change of the Program for Results. The fourth paper applies the 

same framework and methodology to the Chinese Agricultural Technology 

Demonstration Center in Rwanda. The fifth paper compares both projects, the World 

Bank project and the Chinese project.  

The thesis finds that the ideas of results and adaptation are often presented as mutually 

exclusive mainly at the general level of public philosophies or paradigms, but show overlap 

and potential for integration on the level of framing policy problems and policy solutions. 

The thesis also demonstrates that there is unexplored potential for convergence between 

China and Development Assistance Committee ÄÏÎÏÒÓ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ȰÃÏÁÌÉÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÇÎÅÔȱ ÉÄÅÁÓȢ 

The empirical part of the thesis reveals how results-based and adaptive causal mechanisms 

co-exist within given aid interventions by the World Bank and China, how these interact 

and how they ultimately contribute to achieving development outcomes. The key finding 

is that the broader political context of the Rwandan agricultural sector is the main factor 

for determining development outcomes, which neither the World Bank project nor the 

Chinese projects take into ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔȢ 4ÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÉÓÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎËȭÓ ÁÎÄ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ 

interventions finds that donor organisations need to address how results-based ideas in 

combination adaptive development ideas can be better tailored to fit into the specific 

context of the Rwandan agriculture sector.   
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INTRODUCTION: EXAMINING THE RESULTS AND ADAPTATION IDEAS IN 

FOREIGN AID 

Five essays on ideational and institutional theories in development management and an analysis 

of aid projects by the World Bank and China in the Rwandan agriculture sector 

1 Results and adaptation in development cooperation 

4ÈÅ #ÈÉÎÅÓÅ ×ÏÒÄ ÆÏÒ ȰÃÏÎÔÒÁÄÉÃÔÉÏÎȱ ÉÓ maodun ( ), ÏÒ ÔÒÁÎÓÌÁÔÅÄ ȰÓÐÅÁÒ ÓÈÉÅÌÄȱȢ 4ÈÅ 

etymological story behind this phrase is that once upon a time in ancient China, there was 

a weapons vendor. The salesman claimed that his spear was ultra-sharp and could cut 

through any amour, while at the same time boasting that his shields were impenetrable 

and could block any weapon. Soon, someone confronted the salesman and asked what 

would happen if one tried piercing his shield with the spear, thereby exposing the 

underlying contradiction. Since then, the term maodun has become the Chinese word for 

describing mutually exclusive or conflicting ideas. 

Modern development organisations are maodun because they propose seemingly 

contradictory ideas. /Î ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ ÈÁÎÄȟ ÂÅÉÎÇ ȰÁÄÁÐÔÉÖÅȱ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÅÓÔ ÂÕÚÚ×ÏÒÄ 

among development practitioners and academics, who argue that development 

organisations need to understand developing country contexts better and flexibly tailor 

development projects to these contexts through continuous adaptation. On the other 

hand, the same development organisations are part of the so-ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÁÇÅÎÄÁȱȟ 

which can be characterised as setting quantifiable targets for development interventions 

and assessing their  performance on this basis. 4ÈÅ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÁÇÅÎÄÁȱ ÉÓ ÆÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÏÎ Á ÂÅÌÉÅÆ 

in the certainty of causes and effects and sees country context as a minor influence on 

performance. 3ÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÅÁÒ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÉÅÌÄ ÓÔÏÒÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÏÆ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎȱ 

represent two contradictory directions in current debates on development theory and 

practice.  

The debate between results and adaptation has a long-standing history in development 

theory going back to the 1950s when development projects were formalised for the first 

time. Albert Hirschman described the central dilemma in project design aÓ ȰÔÒÁÉÔ ÔÁËÉÎÇȱ 

ÖÅÒÓÕÓ ȰÔÒÁÉÔ ÍÁËÉÎÇȱȟ ÄÅÃÉÄÉÎÇ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ÏÆ Á ÇÉÖÅÎ country context are unchangeable 

and which ones could be influenced or changed through a given development project. His 
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proposed ÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȟ ÏÒ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÔÈÅ ÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÄÅÓÉÇÎȱȟ ×ÁÓ to carefully balance 

modesty in trait taking  with ambition in trait making , while being transparent regarding 

the underlying analysis of traits. Several decades later, these discussions are still ongoing 

and modern trait makers, the proponents of the results agenda, and modern trait takers, 

the proponents of adaptive development, have made little progress in reconciling their 

conflicting views.  

This thesis addresses the puzzle of why the results and adaptation ideas have been often 

been treated as binary options, whether they can be reconciled and to what extent both 

ideas influence the current management and practices of development organisations. A 

key empirical focus in this thesis is placed on donor countries who are members of the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) Development 

Assistance Committee (DAC). Development organisations from these countries have 

traditionally been the largest and most influential providers of foreign aid. In recent years, 

however, China has increasingly engaged in development cooperation, expanding 

financial contributions and ideational influence in development debates. Therefore, a 

second critical empirical focus of this thesis lies on China as a development actor and the 

question to what extent Chinese development cooperation exhibits patterns of maodun 

regarding results and adaptation.  

The thesis deals with the puzzle in two main ways. The first part of the thesis is theory-

led. It addresses the broader questions of how ideas in development theory are translated 

into development policymaking , how the specific ideas of results and adaptation evolved 

among OECD donors and to what extent China has converged with other donors in this 

regard. The second part of the thesis presents empirical case studies of two development 

interventions in the Rwandan agricultural sectors, one funded and implemented by the 

World Bank and one by China. Each case study analyses to what extent results and 

adaptation ideas have influenced implementation and both interventions are compared 

regarding their development management.  

2 Background 

Development cooperation has long had the objective to achieve results in the form of 

measurable impÒÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ×ÅÌÌÂÅÉÎÇ while providing evidence on the most 
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effective use of foreign aid. Yet, there has been an ongoing academic debate between 

proponents of iÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȱ ÁÌÏÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÐÁÒÁÌÌÅÌ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ȰÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ-

based policyÍÁËÉÎÇȱ ÁÎÄ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÓ ×ÈÏ ÁÄÖÏÃÁÔÅ ÁÎ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ȰÁÄÁÐÔÉÖÅ 

ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȱ ÁÎÄ Òeject the results and evidence ideas.  

2.1. The history of the results idea in development cooperation 

The ideas of results and evidence-based policies in development cooperation can be traced 

back over the last decades. Results ideas in public sector management date back as far as 

the 19th ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ "ÒÉÔÉÓÈ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ȰÐÁÙÍÅÎÔ ÂÙ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȱ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÒÙ ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÂÙ ÐÁÙÉÎÇ ÔÅÁÃÈÅÒÓ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔȭÓ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÏÕÔÃÏÍÅÓ 

(Eyben, Guijt, Roche, & Shutt, 2015, p. 24; Jabbar, 2013). Results thinking is strongly 

reflected the idea of new public management (NPM) introduced in the 1980s, which draws 

on innovations and trends in private sector management to make the public sector more 

market and performance-orientated (Hood, 1991; Turner, Hulme, & McCourt, 2015).  

4ÈÅ ÓÅÖÅÎ ËÅÙ ȰÄÏÃÔÒÉÎÁÌ ÃÏÍÐÏÎÅÎÔÓȱ ÏÆ .0- ÁÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÂÙ (ÏÏÄ (1995) are: (1) 

disaggregating public sector units; (2) increasing competition between (and within) public 

and private sector; (3) using private sector management practices in the public sector; (4) 

stressing discipline and parsimony in resource use; (5) movinÇ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ȰÈÁÎÄÓ-ÏÎȱ 

management by top; (6) moving towards measurable standards and measures of 

performance and success; (7) Greater emphasis on output controls. Although this list 

oversimplifies and ignores counter-trends and variations of these components, the term 

NPM and these seven associated elements have become a shorthand for a set of ideas in 

the discussion on public sector reform, particularly for the 1980s and 1990s (Lindberg, 

Czarniawska, & Solli, 2015).  

NPM, therefore, represents a menu of reform ideas rather than a single one (Manning, 

2001), but it can be understood as the marriage of two main sets of different ideas (Hood, 

1991)Ȣ &ÉÒÓÔȟ ȰÎÅ× ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓȱ (Coase, 1937, 1960; Williamson, 1975) and the 

development of public choice theory (Arrow, 2012), transaction cost theory and principal-

agent theory (Martens, Mummert, Murre ll, & Seabright, 2002), and second 

ȰÍÁÎÁÇÅÒÉÁÌÉÓÍȱ (Pollitt, 1990, 1993) following the tradition of the scientific management 

movement (Merkle, 1980)Ȣ (ÏÏÄ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ȰÎÅ× ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓ ÍÏÖÅÍÅÎÔ 

helped to generate a set of administrative reform doctrines built on ideas of contestability, 

ÕÓÅÒ ÃÈÏÉÃÅȟ ÔÒÁÎÓÐÁÒÅÎÃÙ ÁÎÄ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ÉÎÃÅÎÔÉÖÅ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓȱ (1991, p. 5). 

Managerialism, in contrast, ×ÁÓ ÆÏÃÕÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÎÇ ȰÁ ÓÅÔ ÏÆ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÒÅÆÏÒÍ 
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doctrines based on the ideas of 'professional management' expertise as portable (Martin, 

1983), paramount over technical expertise, requiring high discretionary power to achieve 

results ('free to manage') and central and indispensable to better organisational 

performance through the development of appropriate cultures (Peters, Waterman, & 

Jones, 1982) and the active measurement and adÊÕÓÔÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÏÕÔÐÕÔÓȱ 

(Hood, 1991, p. 6) .  

Managerialism also links ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÂÙ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅÓȱ (Drucker, 

1954) idea, which businesses used as a strategy to focus on priorities and improve 

productivity. ! ÍÏÒÅ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅÓ ÁÎÄ ËÅÙ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȱ 

(Grove, 1983) framework, which a number of large Silicon Valley companies use today to 

ȰÍÅÁÓÕÒÅ ×ÈÁÔ ÍÁÔÔÅÒÓȱ (Doerr, 2018). These business management ideas have also 

influenced the public administration of foreign aid. Most prominently, t he ȰÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ 

ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȱ (LFA), as an example of management by objectives, was first 

developed for the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) in 1969 

(Crawford & Bryce, 2003). LFA use a planning matrix, commonly kÎÏ×Î ÁÓ ȰÌÏÇÆÒÁÍÅȱȟ 

which is widely adopted in development organisations today as a tool for analysing and 

presenting strategies for development interventions (Crawford & Bryce, 2003).  

The evidence agenda originated in the 1970s in medicine and followed the notion that 

populations that are exposed to a universal treatment should be biologically similar if not 

homogenous, in order to learn about variations in a systematic way (Taylor, 2013). In this 

context, randomised control trials (RCTsɊ ÅÍÅÒÇÅÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÇÏÌÄ ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄȱ for determining 

whether a treatment works (Eyben et al., 2015; Sackett, Rosenberg, Gray, Haynes, & 

Richardson, 1996). Later, this approach moved from health to other fields of policy making, 

including education, with evidence-based policy reaching particular prominence in the 

United Kingdom (UK)  in 1997 with the LaÂÏÕÒ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ÏÆ Á Ȱ×ÈÁÔ ×ÏÒËÓȱ 

agenda (Eyben et al., 2015). This expansion of evidence-based policymaking was further 

supported by a post-Cold War shift towards left-leaning governments in the 1990s and the 

promotion of perceived objectivity and pragmatism in policy making (Parsons, 2002; 

Pawson, 2002; Sanderson, 2002; Taylor, 2013) 

In development cooperation, the results idea has long influenced academic debates and 

policy implementation  (Riddell, 2008). Yet, an increased focus on this idea has been a 

relatively recent feature, starting in the early 2000s when rising levels of foreign aid led to 



16 

higher scrutiny of aid spending, also fuelled by changing academic, political and public 

debates (see below) and perceptions of foreign aid (Dang, Knack, & Rogers, 2009; Taylor, 

2013). From 2001 until 2015, the Millennium Development Goals served as a main guiding 

framework for development cooperation globally and featured many elements of results-

based management (Hulme, 2007). The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) continue 

in this tradition of results -based management and include even more measurable goals 

and targets.  

The key modern concept that encapsulates the results idea is often referred to as results-

based management (RBM), which can be described ÁÓ ȰÁÓ Á ÂÒÏÁÄ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ 

aimed at achieving important changes in the way government agencies operate, with 

ÉÍÐÒÏÖÉÎÇ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅ ɉÁÃÈÉÅÖÉÎÇ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓɊ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌ ÏÒÉÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎȱ (Binnendijk, 

2000, p. 3). RBM is understood to follow in the tradition of new public m anagement and 

emphasises managerial accountability for the ÓÏ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÃÈÁÉÎÓȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÔÅs 

how a causal sequence of events starting with inputs and activities can lead to outputs, 

outcomes and impacts, all measured through appropriate indicators (Vähämäki, Schmidt, 

& Molander, 2011; Zall Kusek & Rist, 2004).  

Since the early 2000s, discussions on RBM have evolved. Although there is no commonly 

accepted definition, the OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) has been the 

main platform for the exchange on RBM among development agencies. In this context, 

more recent analytical work by the OECD has differentiated between four main functions 

of RBM: (1) accountability ; (2) communication; (3) direction; (4)  learning (OECD, 2016; 

Vähämäki & Verger, 2019). In addition, RBM features three main levels: corporate (donor 

agency), country/thematic programmes and indivi dual project level. Finally, development 

agencies use results frameworks (and results chains) across these levels, in order to 

describe how their inputs and activities can contribute to tangible improvements in 

peopleȭs lives (outcomes) (OECD, 2016). 

Based on this description , the whole organisational structure of a development agency 

itself as well as all the entirety  of its contributions across programmes and projects, 

including all efforts towards communication, justifying (accountability), measuring 

(steering) and knowledge management (learning) form the key components of RBM. 

However, this definition still represents a loose umbrella only, as there is little uniformity 

across development agencies that apply different types of RBM depending on their specific 

mandate, polit ical circumstances and history (Shutt, 2016; Zwart, 2017). Brolin (2017) adds 
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that within the Swedish bureaucracy, for instance, there can be diverging ways of framing 

RBM, depending on hierarchical positions and interests. An OECD expert recommends as 

a best practice: that RBM should Ȱbenefit from a clear purpose and ambition that is aligned 

to the agency profile (size, modalities used etc.) and strategyȱ (Zwart, 2017, p. 9).  

Given the heterogeneity of RBM and lack of a clear definition, there are few evaluations 

attempting to link RBM directly to development results  in terms of measurable 

improvements in the form of development outcomes. An assessment by the OECD (2018) 

of RBM evaluations by Norway (Norad, 2018), Switzerland (SDC, 2017) and the World Bank 

(2017) notes that RBM has enabled progress in meeting the purposes of accountability and 

communication, but that there is uneven progress towards the purposes of learning and 

direction.  The study concludes: ȰWhile there exists some evidence pointing to a positive 

correlation between the quality of monitoring and evaluation (M&E) at project level and 

ratings on project outcomes, there is no evidence in the reviewed documents on the fact 

that RBM implementation  at agency level has supported development outcomesȱ (OECD, 

2018, p. 36).   

Overall, the literature assessing the value of RBM theoretically and empirically is rather 

critical of RBM. The majority of contributions focuses on the challenges of implementing 

RBM. Recent OECD publications (OECD, 2018; Vähämäki & Verger, 2019; Zwart, 2017) 

highlight RBM challenges in great detail, including a lack of understanding of what RBM 

is and why it is used, capacity constraints, costs of RBM, administrative burden, 

measurement problems, methodological issues, a lacking results culture, a lack of 

developing country ownership, missing harmonisation with partner countries, measure 

fixation, as well as reduced risk taking and motivation of staff . Many of these challenges 

are then discussed alongside potential mitigating measures, such as providing better 

guidance, re-structur ing the organisation, encouraging risk-taking and learning from 

failure, making RBM learning oriented, reducing the numbers of indicators, reducing 

reporting requirements and promot ing qualitative results information (OECD, 2018; 

Vähämäki & Verger, 2019).  

Yet, not all of these RBM challenges may be solvable. Many researchers and practitioners, 

therefore, call for a more radical rethinking of RBM and favour alternative approaches. A 

key fundamental downside of RBM is that it can foster the ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ȰÃÏÕÎÔÅÒ 

bureaucÒÁÃÙȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÅÄ ÂÙ ȰÏÂÓÅÓÓÉÖÅ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅÍÅÎÔ ÄÉÓÏÒÄÅÒȱ (Natsios, 2010). 
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Others have pointed out inherent goal conflicts and trade-offs within RBM (Eyben, 2013; 

Eyben et al., 2015; Vähämäki, 2017), for instance when results measuring undermines the 

ownership of partner countries (Sjöstedt, 2013). Building on these more critical 

assessments of RBM as well as criticism s of the perceived mainstream thinking around 

results, there has been continuous debate around the idea of adaptation. 

2.2. The history of the adaptation idea in development cooperation 

In parallel to the results idea, there have always been critics of the results idea and 

advocates for more politically aware analysis of context, historical legacies and more 

flexible and adaptive approaches to organising development cooperation.  

The adaptive development agenda dates back to alternative theories of development, such 

ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȰÐÅÏÐÌÅ-ÃÅÎÔÒÅÄȱ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ȰÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȱ 

(Korten, 1980, 1984) or process approach (Bond & Hulme, 1999). The learning process 

approach is often contrasted with a rigid blueprint approach or project approach. It 

emphasises experimentation, learning, adaptation, participation, flexibility and building 

on local capacities. Another characteristic of the learning process approach is that 

developmenÔ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÁÓ ȰÍÅÓÓÅÓȱ that consist of different overlapping 

problems, all perceived differently by stakeholders (Johnston, 1982). Rittel and Webber 

(1973) call suÃÈ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓ Ȱ×ÉÃËÅÄȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÅÁÓÉÌÙ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄȟ ÌÅÔ 

alone be solved by an orthodox planning approach.  

Among the broad school of thought of adaptive development, most associated theories 

and concepts underline the importance of context, relationships, unpredictability and the 

need for highly flexible interventions (Mosse, 1998). A central feature of the learning 

ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÅÒÒÏÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÔÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÁÎ ÅÓÓÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÏÆ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȱ (Korten, 

1980, 1984) and embraced for candid discussions, thereby demonstrating that an 

organisation can grow and adapt. Adaptive development also criticises the apolitical 

nature of many development interventions implemented in the 1980s. For instance, James 

Ferguson (1990) ÉÎ Ȭ4ÈÅ !ÎÔÉ-0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÓ -ÁÃÈÉÎÅȱ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÈÏ× Á 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎË ÁÎÄ Canadian 

agricultural project failed to account for LesoÔÈÏȭÓ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȢ In this example, 

development organisations viewed development as a technical problem requiring 

technical solutions, while ignoring local political and social structures as well as regional 

economic interdependencies. 
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Another concept associated with adaptive development is participatory approaches. 

According to Dollar and Pritchett (1998, p. 4) participatory approaches can improve 

ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅÎÅÓÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ȰÔÈÅ ÔÏÐ-down, technocratic approach to project 

design and service delivery has not worked in areas critical for development ɀ rural water 

ÓÕÐÐÌÙȟ ÐÒÉÍÁÒÙ ÅÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÎÙ ÍÏÒÅȱȢ 0ÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎ 

might be an appealing concept because it responds both to a changing political 

environment by being intrinsically  useful for empowering poor people and instrumentally 

useful for achieving better development outcomes. However, there are also concerns. 

Participation often remains vague enough to allow development actors to interpret it 

individually without committing t o specific objectives (Carothers & De Gramont, 2013, p. 

71-72).  

The current school of thought is characterised by several main concepts, including 

Ȱ0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÓÍÁÒÔȟ ÌÏÃÁÌÌÙ-ÌÅÄ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȱ (Booth & Unsworth, 2014)ȟ Ȱ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 

ÇÒÁÉÎȱ (Levy, 2014)ȟ ȰÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ-ÄÒÉÖÅÎ ÉÔÅÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎȱ (Andrews, Pritchett, & 

Woolcock, 2013)ȟ ȰÇÏÏÄ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅȱ (Grindle, 2004, 2007)ȟ ȰÓÙÓÔÅÍÉÃ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȱ 

(Taylor, 2013) ÏÒ ȰÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÔÙ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȱ (Ramalingam, 2013) for instance. Again, adaptive 

development features broad strands of literature on development theory and practice. The 

ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÔÈÒÅÁÄ ÕÎÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÉÓ Á ÒÅÊÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÂÅÓÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȱȟ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÉÓÍ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ-

based management and an advocacy for adaptive development that accounts for local 

context (political, social, historical, environmental) highlighting the quality of governance 

and the role of politics and institutions. Fritz (2017), Teskey (2017), Shutt (2016, pp. 38-51), 

Vahämäki and Verger (2019, pp. 30-34) and Yanguas (2018, pp. 171-177) provide a broad 

overview of different  alternative approaches. 

In this analysis, three sub-groups of these alternative approaches are briefly introduced  

due to their increasing popularity and emerging empirical evidence on their effects on 

development outcomes: (1) Problem-driven Iterative Adaptation (PDIA); (2)  Thinkin g and 

Working Politically (TWP);  (3) Doing Development Differently  (DDD) . Each of these 

groups has been bringing together experts from donor agencies, NGOs, the private sector, 

think tanks and academia to discuss ideas around adaptation and alternative approaches 

in development management. The PDIA group has been meeting since the late 2000s 

(Fritz, 2017), the TWP group since 2013 and the DDD group since 2014 (Dasandi, Laws, 

Marquette, & Robinson, 2019). There are no agreed definitions for any of these groups and 
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strong overlaps exist. Yet, each group has generated conceptual work, case studies and 

diff erent pilot programmes. 

The PDIA concept was developed by Andrews, Pritchett and Woolcock (2013) as an 

alternative to perceived mainstream approaches in development cooperation and their 

ÓÈÏÒÔÃÏÍÉÎÇÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÁÉÎ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÉÓÍ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÂÅÓÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȱ ÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÅÄ ÂÙ 

development agencies have not delivered political reforms that improve service delivery 

in developing countries (Shutt, 2016). As an alternative, PDIA therefore advocates a locally 

ÌÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÓÍÁÒÔ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÅÁÄÓ ÔÏ ȰÂÅÓÔ ÆÉÔȱ strategies. Fritz describes the 

distinctive characteristics ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÁÓȡ Ȱ0$)! ×ÁÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÍÏÒÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ 

focus on public-sector reforms and institutional strengthening, whereas PEA [Political 

Economy Analysis] has been utilized for a wide rÁÎÇÅ ÏÆ ÓÅÃÔÏÒÓȱ (2017, p. 79) and Ȱ0$)! 

ÁÌÓÏ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÚÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȬÃÁÐÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÒÁÐÓȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒÓ 

tend to overstretch existing capabilities and, as a result, hinder rather than promote 

effective institutional strengthening ȱ . 

The TWP core principles are described as: a) strong political analysis, insight and 

understanding; b) a detailed appreciation of, and response to, the local context; and c) 

flexibility and adaptability in program design and implementation (TWP, 2013). 

McCulloch and Piron argue ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ȰÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔÓ ÏÆ 

development interventions is probably the main difference between TWP and PDIA/DDD 

ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓȱ (2019, p. 5). Teskey has called T70 Á ȰÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÏÒÔÈÏÄÏØÙȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÔÁÎÄÓ Ȱin 

ÓÔÁÒË ÃÏÎÔÒÁÓÔ ÔÏ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÉÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓ ɉÏÒ ÔÈÅ ȬÆÉÒÓÔ ÏÒÔÈÏÄÏØÙȭɊ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÔÅÎÄ ÔÏ 

lock in inputs -outputs-outcomes up-front at design, and chart a linear course towards a 

givÅÎ ȬÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȭȱ (2017, p. 1).  

The DDD initiative has two main components stemming from observations about 

development efforts in general: (1) viewing change as a complex economic, social and 

political system (instead of a cause and effect perspective); (2) a focus on continuously 

adapting and testing solutions during implementation, instead of delivering pre -

determined activities (Vähämäki & Verger, 2019; Wild, Booth, & Valters, 2017). Fritz (2017, 

pp. 79-80) describes DDD as a combination of PDIA and political economy analysis. 

The evidence for the potential of these alternative approaches to improve aid effectiveness 

in terms of better developmental outcomes is still limited. A study by Booth and Unsworth 

(2014) presents seven positive examples ÆÏÒ ȰÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÓÍÁÒÔȟ ÌÏÃÁÌÌÙ ÌÅÄ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȱ and 

identifies iterative problem -solving, stepwise learning, brokering relationships and 
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discovering common interests as key success factors. A review (Dasandi et al., 2019) of 44 

TWP case studies across different political contexts, sectors and organisations concludes 

that evidence for TWP is still mostly anecdotal and, so far, does not allow to draw 

conclusions about the causal relationship between TWP and developmental outcomes. 

The authors therefore recommend that future research should apply more rigorous 

methods and structured testing of how and why TWP affects aid effectiveness. A special 

issue (McCulloch & Piron, 2019) on TWP features four case studies and confirms the need 

for more rigorous means of generating evidence on the effectiveness of TWP, but also 

points to donor political economy factors, such as un unwillingness to give up control as 

a main obstacle of promoting TWP.  

2.3. Differences between results and adaptation 

Many publications (Andrews et al., 2013; Chambers, 2010; Eyben et al., 2015; Ferrero & 

Zepeda, 2014; Kirsch, Siehl, & Stockmayer, 2017; Ramalingam, 2013; Root, Jones, & Wild, 

2015; Teskey, 2017; Vähämäki & Verger, 2019) provide detailed lists of the differences 

between the results idea and the adaptation idea. Contrasting both ideas along analytical 

categories helps to create greater clarity in the debate. Nevertheless, there is a risk of 

oversimplification, as a reductionist account of either the results or adaptation ideas can 

exaggerate differences. Therefore, it is noted that the potential differences and dilemmas 

outlined here can vary depending on which specific aspects of the results and adaptation 

ideas are concerned.  

Table 1 provides an overview of some of the most commonly named differences between 

a classic or orthodox RBM approach and typical alternative approaches, as described in 

similar tables by key contributions to this debate (Andrews et al., 2013; Chambers, 2010; 

Ferrero & Zepeda, 2014; Ramalingam, 2013; Root et al., 2015; Shutt, 2015, 2016; Vähämäki & 

Verger, 2019). To structure the description, the table is divided into more general 

differences at the level of norm formation and theories and more concrete differences at 

the level of development cooperation as a policy field. Neither RBM nor alternatives 

approaches represent a coherent and clearly defined approach but rather stand for main 

tendencies explored across various academic and policy contributions.   
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Table 1: Differences betwe en results and a daptation   

Element s of 
Approach  

Orthodox RBM approach  Alternative approach  

Norm formation and theories  

Ontology  ¶ The physical world can be 
understood through Newtonian 
science (positivism)  

¶ Existence of laws of nature and 
linearity  

¶ The social world is constructed by 
people (constructivism)  

¶ Existence of emergence and non-
linearity  

Epistemology  ¶ Rationalist paradigm: decisions 
should be taken, based on 
objective knowledge 

¶ Possible to generate objective 
evidence and use it to inform 
optimal policy options  

¶ Description of how decisions are 
taken for real, based on subjective 
knowledge 

¶ No knowledge is value free and 
policy decisions are based on partial 
information and political pressure  

Definition of 
development 
problem s 

¶ Externally defined problems or 
ȰÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÓȱ ÉÎ which deviation 
ÆÒÏÍ ȰÂÅÓÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅȱ is itself 
defined as the problem 

¶ Different actors have different 
understandings of problems and 
solutions 

¶ Problems are locally problem-driven 

Nature of change  ¶ Change is the direct result of 
actions; it is linear, 
proportional, pr edictable and 
controllable  

¶ Simple cause and effect 
relations 

¶ Rational actors react to rules 
and incentives 

¶ Change is unpredictable and results 
from multiple human inter actions 
and feedback  

¶ Change is shaped by politics and 
power 

¶ Local learning leads to real-time 
adaptation through behavioural, 
cognitive and social means 

Development cooperation policy field ɀ development actors  

Purpose  of  
development 
cooperation  

¶ An investment by donors and 
taxpayers in addressing 
development challenges 

¶ Redistribution of social justice 
across countries 

Definiton of 
effectiveness and 
planning  

¶ Short-term development 
results, often linked to donor 
interests  

¶ Monitoring and evaluation are 
geared towards disbursement 
and process compliance 

¶ Longer-term changes in power 
relations in support of social justice 

¶ Tight feedback loop based on the 
problem and on experimentation  

Relationships  
and  
capacities  

¶ Formal realtionships between 
individuals, managed by 
contracts and rules  

¶ Capacities are easy to organise 
to achieve common goals 

¶ Informal relationships, trust and 
flexibility are important; political 
and relational skills count  

¶ Capacities are distributed, so 
collective action is a challenge 

Management 
style /  

¶ Top-down management  

¶ Managing and controlling to 
satisfy upward accountability 
and achieve results  
 

¶ Facilitative and trusting, allowing 
discretion and learning  

¶ Ways of working cannot be dictated 
from aboveȟ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ȰÍÕÄÄÌÉÎÇ 
ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈȱ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÉÖÅ 
experimentation  
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Source: Author based on Andrews et al. (2013, p. 240), Chambers (2010, p. 12;44), Ferrero Y de Loma-

Osorio & Zepeda (2014, pp. 38-39), Shutt (2015, p. 60; 2016, pp. 39-40), Teskey (2017, p. 3), 

Ramalingam (2013, p. 142),Root et al. (2015, p. 13),Vahämäki & Verger (2019, p. 28). 

On the most abstract level in terms of ontological differences, the results idea can be 

associated with a positivist or post-positivist paradigms (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011), holding 

that the truth can be known, and that objective knowledge is possible. The adaptive 

development idea is more closely associated with constructivist or critical theory 

paradigms (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011), which posit that multiple realities exist and that 

knowledge is subjective. Further, the results and adaptation ideas come from different 

epistemological paradigms (Ferrero & Zepeda, 2014). The results idea is closely associated 

with a rationalist paradigm that orients on how decisions should be taken based on 

objective knowledge (evidence). The adaptation idea, in contrast, is closer to a paradigm 

where decisions are taken based on subjective knowledge that is not value free. Different 

authors have put forward similar distinctions between the epistemological paradigms 

behind results and adaptationȡ Ȱ%ÕÃÌÉÄÅÁÎ ÖÅÒÓÕÓ ÎÏÎ-Euclidean (Friedmann, 1993); 

enlightenment versus romanticism (Gulrajani, 2009); neoliberalism versus insurgent 

planning (Miraftab, 2009); or, simply, objects versus people (Chambers, 1994)ȱ (Ferrero & 

Zepeda, 2014, p. 30).  

RBM and alternative approaches also differ on how development problems and the nature 

of change are understood in development cooperation. In RBM, problems are often 

defined by the development agency alongside with matching solutions in ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ȰÂÅÓÔ 

ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȱ, whereas alternative approaches stress the plurality of problems that are always 

locally-driven. In RBM, change is therefore thought of as more linear, predictable and 

controllable within cause and effect relationships, often involving rational actors whose 

behaviour can be incentivised. In alternative approaches, change is seen as more 

unpredictable and resulting from complex human interactions, often shaped by 

behavioural, cognitive, social and political means.  

Within the policy field of development cooperation and at the level of different 

development actors, there are further differences between RBM and alternative 

approaches. RBM tends to view development cooperation as an investment whose 

effectiveness needs to be monitored through setting up-front numerical targets for 

development interventions. Alternative approaches view the purpose of development 
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cooperation more in terms of redistribution  of social justice across countries and aim for 

longer-term changes in power relations that are influenced through local problem-solving 

and experimentation. 

Alternative approaches are closer to implementing short feedback loops and bringing 

about institut ional and behavioural change through a detailed analysis of local contexts 

leading to iterative and bespoke solutions which adapt over time (Taylor, 2013). Ferrero 

and Zepeda (2014) argue that deviations from the original design in blueprint approaches 

are seen as bad management, whereas process approaches explicitly seek out deviations. 

Natsios (2011) ÐÕÔÓ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄ ȰÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÒÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÐÒÅÃÉÓÅÌÙ ÁÎÄ 

easily measured are the least transformational, and those programs that are most 

ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÓÔ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÁÂÌÅȱȢ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ (ÉÒÓÃÈÍÁÎ (1967) development 

projects are complicated and unpredictable, but in order to gain support, planners tend to 

overestimate likely benefits and simplify potential challenges.  

Another point of contention is the problem of unintended consequences. Adaptive 

development ideas tend to criticise results thinking for leading to unintended 

ÃÏÎÓÅÑÕÅÎÃÅÓȟ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÄÅÌÉÂÅÒÁÔÅ ÍÁÎÉÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÌÓÏ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÇÁÍÉÎÇȱ ÏÒ 

through indirect distortions (Holzapfel & Janus, 2015, pp. 12-14). For example, Hood (2006) 

criticises that managing public services by targets in the UK is comparable to the Soviet 

system of economic management and has caused similar problems of gaming, although to 

a lesser extent than in the Soviet Union. Performance measurements in public 

management have a long history of causing undesirable short-term and possibly long-term 

consequences (Ridgway, 1956), even if the general effects of measured performance 

systems are still insufficiently understood (Hood, 2007). 

The final differences between RBM and alternative approaches lie in the ways relationships 

and capacities are thought of and the different types of management styles. RBM is 

typically characterised by formal relationships rules within a top-down management style. 

Alternative approaches emphasise informal relationships, trust and flexibility within a 

ÆÁÃÉÌÉÔÁÔÉÖÅ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÓÔÙÌÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ȰÍÕÄÄÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈȱ (Lindblom, 1959).  

2.4. Similarities between results and adaptation 

Despite the long list of contrasting and contradictory elements defining the results and 

adaptive development idea, historically there have been areas of consensus and 

commonalities. Starting with criticisms of new public ma nagement (NPM) reforms, a 
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search for post-NPM reforms (Brinkerhoff & Brinkerhoff, 2015; Polidano & Hulme, 2001) 

has been ongoing, ranging from slight adjustments to core NPM ideas to ideas beyond 

traditional NPM. Exploring the field of post -NPM reforms already reveals many 

complementary elements between results and adaptive development thinking. Many post-

.0- ÒÅÆÏÒÍÓ ÁÒÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÅÄ ÂÙ ȰÌÁÙÅÒÉÎÇȱȟ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÁÄÄÉÎÇ ÉÎÓÔÉtutions and ideas 

rather than eliminating old ones (Cohen, 2016; Schickler, 2001).  

Concerning the similarities between RBM and alternative approaches in development 

cooperation, three points are made. First, many authors (Kirsch et al., 2017; Shutt, 2016; 

Vähämäki & Verger, 2019; Yanguas, 2018) already acknowledge the overlaps between 

results and adaptation. Marquette, Dasandi and Robinson (2016) argue that the similarities 

and differences will depend on whether alternative approaches are being taken up in an 

evolutionary manner alongside existing approaches or in a revolutionary manner to 

replace existing approaches.  

A second related point is how narrow or broad proponents of results and adaptation 

interpret each approach (Shutt, 2016, p. 51). A broad understanding of results-based 

management could for instance include room for adaptation and learning 

(Hummelbrunner & Jones, 2013; Vähämäki & Verger, 2019). Similarly, a narrow 

understanding of alternative approaches could lead to Ȱ×ÅÌÌ-intentioned top-down 

ÉÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅÓ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÎÅ× ×ÉÎÅ ÉÎ ÏÌÄ ÂÏÔÔÌÅÓȱ (Shutt, 2016, p. 80).  

Third, some of the contributions on results and adaptation overlook that even innovative 

pilot programmes in DDD, TWP or PDIA are being implemented within the same 

organisations that are criticised for their mainstream orthodox approaches. For instance, 

the World Bank or the UK Department for International Development (DfID)  have broad 

portfolio of RBM and alternative approaches. Moreover, new financing modalities like 

ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓȱ ÁÒÅ ÓÏÍÅÔimes promoted as being pilots for more results 

orientation as well as innovative and flexible adaptation (Perakis & Savedoff, 2015). 

Yet, the evidence base for both ideas, RBM and alternative approaches, is still thin and to 

what extent management ideas can be causally linked to development outcomes remains 

methodologically challenging. Based on the literature reviewed above, the current 

situation of development organisations is that results and adaptation ideas exist alongside 

each other. But overly one-sided comparisons risk distorting this nuanced perspective, 
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especially when results and adaptation are continuously framed as binary alternatives. As 

a way forward, improving development management towards combining the best features 

of results and adaptation while minimising the downsides should be in the interest of all 

participants in this debate.  

Given the highly context-specific insights into both approaches, it is necessary to trace 

results and adaptation ideas jointly in detailed ways and understand the mechanisms that 

propel them and their interaction  in practice. Chambers (2010, pp. 14-15) has described 

such a perspective as Ȱbinocularȱ as opposed to binary, citing earlier work by Uphoff (1996, 

p. 283):  

ȰWe can benefit by learning to think in both both -and and either-or terms. 

These can be contrasted as, respectively, binocular and binary ways of 

looking at the world. The latter may give clarity from its simplicity but the  

former gives focus and depth of viÓÉÏÎ ɏÉÔÁÌÉÃÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌɐȱȢ  

So far, there has been little research dedicated to systematically unpacking similarities 

between results and adaptation in development cooperation and their interaction , 

especially at the level of ideas. To analyse hybridity and overlaps between the results and 

adaptation ideas, this thesis applies theories from discursive institutionalism (DI ) 

(Campbell & Pedersen, 2001; Schmidt, 2008, 2010), historical institutionalism (Mahoney & 

Thelen, 2009; Streeck & Thelen, 2009; Thelen, 2009) and sociological institutionalism 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1991; Scott, 2014).  

)Î ÄÉÓÃÕÒÓÉÖÅ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÍȟ ȰÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅȱ ÉÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ Á Çeneric term that encompasses 

not only the substantive content of ideas1 but also the interactive processes by which ideas 

are conveyed. Discursive institutionalism follows in the tradition of works from Foucault 

(1971), Gramsci (1995) or Bourdieu (1990) who view ideas as vehicles for elite domination 

and power, but takes a broader view since discourse can also take place when actors simply 

express interests or engage in argument. Adding theories from historical and sociological 

institutionalism further allow s for studying how ideas are turned into policies within 

                                                      
1  Ideas in this context are defined as causal beliefs (Béland & Cox, 2010, pp. 3-4). These causal beliefs are 

further characterised as products of cognition, as connections between things and between people, and as 
providing guides for action. In addition, ideas can be cognitive or normative. According to Schmidt, 
ȰÃÏÇÎÉÔÉÖÅ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÅÌÕÃÉÄÁÔÅ Ȭ×ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÏ ÄÏȟȭ ×ÈÅÒÅÁÓ ÎÏÒÍÁÔÉÖÅ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ Ȭ×ÈÁÔ ÉÓ Çood or bad 
ÁÂÏÕÔ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÓȭ ÉÎ ÌÉÇÈÔ ÏÆ Ȭ×ÈÁÔ ÏÎÅ ÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÄÏȭȱ(2008, p. 306).   
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organisational structures, particularly how ideas at different levels within organisations 

evolve over time.  

A key focus for studying the potential for integration between results and adaptation idea 

rests on differentiating between three levels of generality of ideas. Ideas range from 

underlying philosophies to programmes and policies. On the first and most general level, 

ideas can be philosophies or zeitgeist, sometimes also called paradigmatic ideas. These are 

broader ideas that cut across substantive areas and usually sit in the background as 

underlying assumptions that are rarely contested. On the second more specific level, there 

are programmatic ideas that serve as problem definitions of certain policy issues (Mehta, 

2010, p. 27). On the third level, there are policy ideas, which are specific solutions proposed 

by policymakers.  

Although  results and adaptation ideas can be portrayed in stark contrast at the level of 

paradigmatic ideas, there is significant potential for integration at the level of policy 

problem and solution ideas. Especially on the level of policy solutions, the dividing lines 

between results and adaptation thinking become blurry . Some development interventions 

feature a robust results measurement and monitoring system, while simultaneously 

embracing adaptation and flexibility. Further overlaps can be found regarding the 

importance of learning, generating new knowledge, encouraging innovation and allowing 

for ownership to be with the implementing actor of a given intervention.  

 TÈÅ ȰÔÕÒÎ ÔÏ ÉÄÅÁÓȱ ɉ3ÃÈÍÉÄÔȟ άΪΪβɊ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÏÎÇÏÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅȟ 

but there have been few applications to Chinese foreign engagement (Wang & Blyth, 2013). 

For China as a development actor, a focus on ideas makes sense because ideas formulated 

ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȭÓ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐ ÁÒÅ ÔÈe cornerstone of Chinese policymaking, including 

Chinese foreign aid. At the same time, policymaking in China is often characterised as a 

gradual, experimental and adaptive process (Ang, 2016; Qian, 2017).  

3 Five papers on results and adaptation in development cooperation 

This thesis applies ideational and institutional theories to analyse how two specific ideas, 

results and adaptation, have gradually changed the theory and practice of contemporary 

international development cooperation. The thesis examines why the ideas of results and 
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adaptation are treated as binaries, and how this debate has evolved historically. The thesis 

consists of five papers. The first two papers deal with the theory of results and adaptation 

in OECD DAC and Chinese aid. The third, fourth and fifth paper s are empirical case 

studies on current development interventions in the Rwandan agriculture sector. The 

paper titles are: 

1) Results and adaptation in foreign aid: An ideational analysis of institutional 

layering in development organisations 

2) Convergence of China and OECD Donors: Applying coalition magnet ideas in 

development cooperation (Co-authored with Prof. Tang Lixia) 

3) Results or adaptation? Investigating theories of change in the World "ÁÎËȭÓ 

Program for Results in the Rwandan agriculture sector 

4) Results or adaptation? Investigating theories of change in the Chinese Agricultural 

Technology Demonstration Center in Rwanda 

5) Aid modalities with Rwandan characteristics: Comparing the World BankȭÓ and 

ChiÎÁȭÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 2×ÁÎÄÁÎ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ Óector 

In the first theoretical paper, the evolution of results and adaptation is conceptualised as 

a combination of institutional layering and diffusion within development organisations. 

!Ó ÁÎ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÏÆ ÁÐÐÌÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÈÅÏÒÅÔÉÃÁÌ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËȟ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓȱ ÁÎÄ 

ȰÁÄÁÐÔÉÖÅ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÍÉÎÇȱ ÁÒÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅÄ ÁÓ Ô×Ï ÐÒÏÍÉÎÅÎÔ policy ideas in current 

development debates. The analysis demonstrates that there is a high degree of overlap 

between both policy ideas, which also applies for the underlying programmatic ideas and 

partly to underlying public philosophies. Ultimately, understanding this ideational 

structure and the multi -level interactions between results and adaptation helps to inform 

the discourse on the future of development management. 

The second theoretical paper applies ideational theory, in particular, the coalition magnet 

framework, to China as a donor country. The analysis explores how policy entrepreneurs 

can use three potential coalition magnet ideas ɀ mutual benefit, development results, the 

2030 Agenda ɀ to foster convergence between China and OECD DAC donors. This paper 

is co-authored with Prof. Tang Lixia from the China Agricultural  University. The majority 

of the writing was done by myself, but the insights of the paper are based on a series of 

discussions with Prof. Tang during a guest researcher stay at the China Agricultural 

University in October -November 2017. The paper mainly dÒÁ×Ó ÏÎ 0ÒÏÆȢ 4ÁÎÇȭÓ ÉÎÓÉÇÈÔ ÉÎÔÏ 
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Chinese development discourse and policymaking processes in Chinese foreign aid. The 

paper finds that applying a discursive approach to analysing the field of international 

development cooperation provides a new conceptual opportunity for fostering closer 

engagement between OECD DAC and Chinese development cooperation actors. 

The empirical papers of the thesis (papers 3-5) apply ideational and institutional theories 

that are the subject of the first two theoretical papers, to study aid projects funded by the 

World Bank and China in the Rwandan agriculture sector. Rwanda is an especially relevant 

case because the government has a strong result orientation and has a successful track 

record in undertaking policy reforms and achieving development outcomes. Second, 

Rwanda is among the most aid-dependent countries in sub-Saharan Africa. Hence, foreign 

aid still has a significant impact on domestic policyÍÁËÉÎÇ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÏÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ×ÅÌÌÂÅÉÎÇ.  

The third paper analyses through which mechanism, results-based principal-agent 

relationships or problem-ÄÒÉÖÅÎ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÉÔÅÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎËȭÓ 

Program for Results in the agriculture sector in Rwanda has led to increased agricultural 

productivity. The paper combines causal process tracing and contribution analysis to 

investigate two underlying theories of change of the Program for Results regarding their 

influence on shaping key relationships between the donors, governmental and non-

governmental stakeholders in Rwanda. The analysis demonstrates that the World Bank 

ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÍÅ ÌÅÁÄÓ ÔÏ ÉÎÔÅÎÄÅÄ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÔ ÒÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ Ï×Î 

centralised results-based management system. However, the paper also points to 

instances of autonomy enabled adaptations that are only revealed after implementation 

had started. Finally, the findings are related to the broader political context, which 

underlines that development outcomes in Rwanda are fundamentally determined by the 

political economy context of policymaking, which is not fully accounted for in results-

based interventions. 

The fourth paper applies the same theoretical framework and methodology as the third 

paper to the Chinese Agricultural Technology Demonstration Center in Rwanda. This 

paper analyses through which mechanism, results-based principal-agent relationships or 

problem-driven processes of iterative adaptation, the Chinese Agricultural Technology 

Demonstration Centers (ATDCs) in Rwanda, contributes to achieving development 

outcomes in the Rwandan agricultural sector. The analysis demonstrates that the ATDC 

contributes to development results through results and adaptation mechanisms that are 
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embedded and constrained by a broader political-economic environment. In addition, this 

case study examines Chinese foreign aid documents to understand how a formalised 

Chinese aid modality interacts with the Rwandan political context. The paper indicates 

that the specific project contributes little to national Rwandan agricultural policies , nor 

the broader discussion on the development models of China and Rwanda.  

The fifth paper compares the two projects, the World Bank project and the Chinese 

project, regarding their results-based management, their ability to promote adaptive 

development and their engagement with the political economy of donor organisations and 

the Rwandan agriculture sector. The analysis finds that both interventions contribute to 

achieving development results but that the Rwandan bureaucracy primarily  drives the 

overall performance in the agricultural sector. Although  there are examples of how each 

modality has created autonomy for implementing agents and triggered processes of 

problem-driven iterative adaptation, the processes are not actively scaled up but rather 

unfold despite a restrictive environment. The key finding of the analysis is that modern 

aid modalities need to address better how results-based thinking combined with adaptive 

development ideas can be tailored to different political contexts. Figure 1 (below) provides 

an overview of the five papers and how they link to each other. None of the papers has 

been submitted for publication yet, except for a slightly adapted version of paper two, 

which has been submitted for a handbook on international development cooperation in 

October 2019. 
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Figure 1: Five papers on results and adaptation in development cooperation  

Source: Author 

4 Literature and key terms 

The following sections provide an overview of some key literature and analytical terms 

used across the five papers. Following Osorio and Zepeda (2014), development 

interventions  are defined projects, programmes or policies aimed at achieving a desired 

development objective, entirely or partially supported by development assistance. 

According to Taylor (2013), there are three primary reasons for collecting evidence and 

results, including accountability of donor organisations and developing country 

organisations, the efficacy of development interventions and learning for transferring 

lessons to other contexts. Eyben et al. (2015) ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÔÈÅ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÁÇÅÎÄÁȱ as 

ÓÅÅËÉÎÇ ÔÏ ȰÉÍÐÒÏÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÎÁÇÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÁÉÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÐÒÏÔÏÃÏÌÓȟ ÐÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ 

mechanisms for reporting, tracking, disbursing, appraising, and evaluating its 

ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅÎÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÍÐÁÃÔȱ (2015, p. 1).  

Paper 1: Resul ts and adaptat ion in 
foreign aid

ÅIdeational analysis
ÅResults and adaptation overlap

Paper 2: Convergence of  China and 
OECD donors: 

ÅIdeational analysis of Chinese aid 
ÅHow China engages in development 
discourse

Paper 3: Resul ts or Adaptat ion? 
The World Bankȭs Program for 

Resul ts in Rwandan agr icul ture 
ÅProcess tracing of results and 
adaptation theories of change

Paper 4: Resul ts or adaptat ion? The 
Chinese Agr icul tural  Technology 
Demonst rat ion Center in Rwanda 
ÅProcess tracing of results and 
adaptation theories of change

Paper 5: Aid modal i t ies wi th Rwandan character ist ics: Compar ing the World 
Bankȭs and Chinaȭs support of  the Rwandan agr icul ture sector 

ÅComparing results and adaptation theories of different aid modalities in a specific 
political context
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In this context, development cooperation results  are ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÔÈÅ ÏÕÔÐÕÔȟ 

outcome or impact (inten ded or unintended, positive and/or negative) of a development 

ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎȱ (OECD, 2002). Evidence-based policymaking is defined by a strategic 

decision to apply evidence for choosing policies based on their likely effectiveness and to 

evaluate policies rigorously (Parsons, 2002, p. 4; Sanderson, 2002, p. 4). Results are 

typically used to ensure that development interventions are performing at a specific level 

in a defined and measurable way. In contrast, evidence-based policies are applied to 

choose strategies according to empirically derived knowledge, with the option to later 

evaluate and adapt the strategy, if necessary (Taylor, 2013, p. 5). Turner et al. (2015, p. 183) 

add that results thinking and evidence-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÂÏÔÈ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ȰÔÈÅ ÂÅÌÉÅÆ ÔÈÁÔ 

complex technical analysis will identify programmes that yield virtually guaranteed 

ÏÕÔÃÏÍÅÓȢȱ 

Discourse , understood as the exchange of ideas, is a more overarching concept than ideas 

because it indicates the ideas that are involved in discourse but also the interactive process 

by which ideas are transmitted (Schmidt, 2008, p. 309). The concept can, therefore, help 

to understand which ideas succeed or fail because of how ideas are projected by whom 

and where, and the nature of the discourse itself (Lavers, 2018; Schmidt, 2008). Discourse 

takes place in two forms (Schmidt, 2008, p. 310). First, it takes place as a coordinative 

ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÁÃÔÏÒÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÓ ÏÆ ȰÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

centre of policy construction who are involved in the creation, elaboration, and 

ÊÕÓÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÍÁÔÉÃ ÉÄÅÁÓȱ (Schmidt, 2008, p. 310). The coordinative 

discourse, therefore, ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÈÅÌÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÁÎ ȰÅÐÉÓÔÅÍÉÃ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ2ȱ (Haas, 1992) or can be 

ÁÄÖÁÎÃÅÄ ÂÙ ȰÎÏÒÍ ÅÎÔÒÅÐÒÅÎÅÕÒÓȱ (Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998) for instance. Second, 

there is a communicative discourse between policy actors and the public. The 

ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÖÅ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ȰÃÏÎÓÉÓÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÄÅÌÉÂÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÐÕÂÌÉÃȱ 

(Schmidt, 2008, p. 310). Members of the general public are broadly understood to include, 

for example, media, opposition parties, community leaders, social activists, experts, civil 

society groups and citizens.  

Institutions  in discursive institutionalism are simultaneously defined as structures and 

constructs internal to agents. Discursive institutionalism  complements the established 

                                                      
2  Epistemic communities are defined as a network of professionals with recognised expertise and competence 

in a particular domain and an authoritative claim to policy -relevant knowledge within that domain or issue-
area. 
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new institutionalisms of political science ɀ rational choice instit utionalism, historical 

institutionalism and sociological institutionalism ɀ by explaining change coming from the 

outside not as a result of an exogenous shock, but instead as endogenous. A major criticism 

against rational choice institutionalism, historica l institutionalism and sociological 

institutionalism is that institutions have become overly deterministic and that agents have 

largely fixed preferences and are fixated by norms (Hay, 2009; Lavers, 2018). Discursive 

institutionalism moves away from this static perspective of viewing institutions as largely 

constraining rules that are external to the agents. Instead, discursive institutionalism 

defines institutions as simultaneously given (the context within agents think, speak and 

ÁÃÔɊ ÁÎÄ ÁÓ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÇÅÎÔ ɉÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÏÆ ÁÇÅÎÔÓȭ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓȟ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÃÔÉÏÎÓɊ (Schmidt, 

2008, p. 314). Thus, institutions are internal  to the agents and serve both as structures that 

constrain behaviour and as constructs created and changed by those agents (Schmidt, 

2008, p. 314).  

Development studies literature describes the organisational field  of development 

cooperation as being characterised by a state of flux with changing actors carrying 

different ideas (Fejerskov, 2016). An organisational field is understood according to 

scholars of sociological institutionalism, building on work by Pierre Bourdieu (1971, 1984) 

ÏÎ ÆÉÅÌÄÓȟ ÁÓ ȰÔÈÏÓÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÇÒÅÇÁÔÅȟ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅ Á ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÚÅÄ ÁÒÅÁ ÏÆ 

ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÌÉÆÅȱ (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991, p. 64) highlighting the totality of actors and 

the dynamic relationships among them (DiMaggio, 1979, p. 1463; Scott, 2014, p. 221). The 

organisational field of development cooperation can be characterised by three 

characteristics: object around which the field constitutes itself (in this case foreign aid and 

ideas), power relations among actors (here development actors), and norms and rules (aid 

standards) (Fejerskov, 2016; Vetterlein & Moschella, 2014).  

Discursive fields , similarly to  organisational fieldsȟ ÁÒÅ ÁÎ ȰÅÍÂÅÄÄÉÎÇȱ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ 

they reference broader enveloping contexts in which discussions and actions take place, 

but they especially highlight the occurrence of meaning contests (Snow, Snow, Soule, & 

Kriesi, 2004; Spillman, 1995). These concepts from sociological institutionalism further 

enrich the analytical framework of discursive institutionalism introduced above. Applying 

ÔÈÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÔÉÃÁÌ ÄÅÖÉÃÅÓ ÏÆ ȰÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÉÅÌÄ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÄÉÓÃÕÒÓÉÖÅ ÆÉÅÌÄÓȱ ÁÌÌÏ×Ó ÔÏ 

examine the degree of field organisation ranging from unstructured to structured and 

consensual to contested (Snow, 2013). Development cooperation is classified as a dynamic 
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field that is continuously changing. But the field has established structures for discourse, 

such as in the form of a transnational epistemic community of experts, or in the form of 

the OECD DAC.  

The organisational field  of development cooperation is characterised by a certain degree 

of structuration 3, which has been continuously advanced by the OECD DAC towards a 

formalised understanding of ȰÄÏÎÏÒÓÈÉÐȱ (Gulrajani & Swiss, 2019). The DAC defines what 

ODA is and sets norms and standards for bilateral donors, who still are the dominant 

actors in the field of development cooperation. However, structuration of the field is an 

ongoing struggle over the objectives of the field, power relations among actors in the field 

and common standards ÁÎÄ ÒÕÌÅÓȢ &ÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ Á ÓÔÅÁÄÙ ÅÎÔÒÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ȰÎÅ× ÁÃÔÏÒÓȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

field, like rising powers, non-governmental organisations, private foundations or 

corporations for instance, continually  interacts with the field leading to mutual 

adjustments of goals, norms and rules. Especially China, as a provider of South-South 

Cooperation, is both a challenge towards the established field of development cooperation 

and subject to the influence of established ideas in the field (Fejerskov, Lundsgaarde, & 

Cold-Ravnkilde, 2017). 

5 Contribution 

The thesis makes three main contributions to  knowledge. First, the thesis develops a 

shared perspective on results-based and adaptive development cooperation. As a lot of 

research focuses on only one of two dominating schools of thought, results or adaptive 

development, the differences between both theories are emphasised, and commonalities 

can be overlooked. Several studies in development management critically deal with the 

emergence of result orientation and alternative approaches. Nevertheless, this literature 

presents the ideas of results and adaptation as binary options. I argue the differences 

between both ideas are exaggerated, and that there is an overlap of both ideas along with 

untapped potential for integration of both ideas. The overlap is explained through a 

combination of i deational and institutional theories. A synthesis of both ideas has yet to 

emerge. However, the dominant idea occupying the mainstream is the results idea. 

Surprisingly, many recent contributions to the debate make little reference to the prior 

                                                      
3  I understand structuration according to Giddens (1979, 1984) as patterning of social practices ordered across 

space and time, where social structures exhibit a dual role in that they are both the medium and the 
outcomes of practices that they recursively organise (Giddens, 1984; Scott, 2014).  
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debate on blueprint and process approaches, and the arguments on either side have 

changed only incrementally. One explanation is that development management is driven 

by trends and cyclical debates (Cornwall, 2007). Another explanation for the dominance 

of results and blueprint ideas is that bureaucratic structures of aid agencies favour control 

over decentralisation, which the first paper addresses in detail . 

Second, the thesis contributes to development theory by applying sociological 

institutionalist theories to exploring and explaining current concerns of development 

cooperation. The analytical frameworks developed and applied in the first two papers 

address this issue. Few studies so far have applied combinations of discursive institutional, 

historical and sociological institutional theories to the field of development cooperation 

and there is little analysis on how specific ideas in development cooperation influence 

political outcomes. Also, concerning ChinaȭÓ ÒÏÌÅ as a development actor, most existing 

research focuses on differences between China and other actors. Yet, the second paper 

ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÅÓÅ ÁÎÄ /%#$ $!# ÄÏÎÏÒȭÓ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÉÎ 

international development that current political theories do no t fully explain. In the 

academic literature, in particular, there is still little empirical analysis on the ideas behind 

#ÈÉÎÁȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÔÈÁÔ #ÈÉÎÅÓÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ 

cooperation actors hold and what Chinese developmeÎÔ ÁÃÔÏÒÓ ÓÅÅ ÁÓ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÎ 

promoting global development.  

4ÈÉÒÄȟ ÔÈÅ ÅÍÐÉÒÉÃÁÌ ÐÁÐÅÒÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎËȭÓ ÁÎÄ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 2×ÁÎÄÁÎ 

agriculture sector provide an in-depth analysis of how results and adaptation ideas are 

translated into specific development interventions. These papers address in detail through 

what type of causal mechanism the development interventions contribute to development 

outcomes and how results and adaptation ideas interact with the political economy of the 

Rwandan agricultural sector. A vital  contribution is the in -depth case study of the World 

"ÁÎËȭÓ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍ ÆÏÒ 2ÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÉÎ 2×ÁÎÄÁȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ Á ÐÉÌÏÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÅÃÔÏÒ ÇÌÏÂÁÌÌÙȢ 

The analysis finds that the PforR instrument mainly contributes to reinforcing  existing 

power structures in the agricultural sector. However, the analysis identifies multiple cases 

where more space for adaptation and political dialogue has been created. Similarly, the in-

depth analysis of the Chinese agricultural center in Rwanda provides a bottom -up 

perspective on the local implementation of Chinese aid, complementing the literature on 

Chinese engagement in Africa that is dominated by highly aggregated analysis.  
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The papers three and four on the World Bank and China demonstrate the limitations of 

donor influen ce on domestic politics. Still , the analysis provides a deeper understanding 

of how some donors make decisions that will contribute to shaping a given political 

environment, including through the choice of the specific type of aid modalities and the 

development management of donor organisations. These results are specific for the 

Rwandan case and the agricultural sector. But the methodology of combining causal 

process tracing with contribution analysis can be applied to study other aid interventions 

across different donors and countries to draw comparative insights into the underlying 

causal mechanisms. Against the background of ongoing theory-led debates on results, 

adaptation and politics, all five papers provide essential theoretical and empirical material 

for complementing these debates, aimed at ultimately better inform ing the management 

of aid organisations and their interventions.  

6 Methods 

This section provides an overview of the methodology applied across the five papers, 

including an introduction to Rwanda as a case study, case selection, methodology and data 

collection. 

6.1. Rwanda as a case study 

Rwanda is chosen as a case study based on its unique profile of being an aid recipient , as 

the key interest of the study lies in understanding how results and adaptation shape the 

ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȰÄÏÎÏÒÓȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÒÅÃÉÐÉÅÎÔÓȱ ɉÉÎ /%#$ $!# ÔÅÒÍÉÎÏÌÏÇÙ 

ȰÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÐÁÒÔÎÅÒ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȱ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ 3ÏÕÔÈ-South cooperation 

ÔÅÒÍÉÎÏÌÏÇÙ ȰÐÁÒÔÎÅÒÓȱɊȢ Rwanda is a small, land-locked and aid dependent country. In 

άΪΫαȟ 2×ÁÎÄÁ ÒÅÃÅÉÖÅÄ 53$ ΫȢάάί ÂÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎ ÁÉÄȟ ÅÑÕÁÌÌÉÎÇ ΫέȢα ÐÅÒ ÃÅÎÔ ÏÆ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ 

Gross National Income and accounting for over 70 per cent of all central government 

expenditures (World Bank, 2019). 

The aid relations between Rwanda and donors have a long and complicated history, 

including the role that the aid community played among other factors leading up to the 

genocide in 1994 and its aftermath (Andersen, 2000; Pottier, 2002; Storey, 2001; Uvin, 

1998). Regarding aid relationships, Uvin (1998) details how Rwanda has been a country 

where foreign aid is deeply entwined with domestic socio-economic and political 

processes to an extent where it becomes nearly impossible to separate them.  
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Subsequent analysis has continued to assess this complex interaction between aid and 

domestic politics, especially around the concepts of conditionality and ownership 

(Hasselskog, Mugume, Ndushabandi, & Schierenbeck, 2017; Hasselskog & Schierenbeck, 

2017; Hayman, 2006, 2009b, 2011; Keijzer, Klingebiel, Örnemark, & Scholtes, 2018; 

Swedlund, 2013; Whitfield, 2008). Across this literature, authors have debated to what 

extent donors can and should be involved in domestic policymaking (conditionality) and 

to what extent the recipient government (or other actors) should and can have control 

over aid programmes (ownership). 

In this regard, several studies (Hasselskog et al., 2017; Hayman, 2009a; Zorbas, 2011) 

describe Rwanda as a paradox between aid dependence and policy independence, where 

the government is highly dependent on aid as a resource but remains relatively 

independent of donor influences in domestic policy making. Zorbas (2011) argues that 

there are four underlying reasons for the paradox: (1) ÔÈÅ 2×ÁÎÄÁÎ 0ÁÔÒÉÏÔÉÃ &ÒÏÎÔ ɉ20&ɊȭÓ 

role in ending the genocide and the guilt among donors for their role (combined with their 

ÌÁÃËÉÎÇ ÍÏÒÁÌ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙɊȠ ɉάɊ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÄÏÎÏÒ-friendly language and positioning; 

(3) the desire for African success stories; (4) domestic support for the RPF across the 

political spectrum in donor countries. 

This basic paradox between reliance and independence also underpins another ambiguity 

ÉÎ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÄÏÎÏÒÓȢ Researchers have noted that Rwanda, or more precisely 

the RPF, has multiple sides or ȰÆÁÃÅÓȱ (Hayman, 2006; Reyntjens, 2011; Storey, 2001; Uvin, 

2001). On the one hand, the government is seen ÁÓ Á ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓÉÖÅ ȰÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÓÔÁÔÅȱ ÔÈÁÔ 

is genuine in its commitment to socio -economic development and is successful in 

delivering development outcomes (Hayman, 2010). On the other hand, the government is 

seen as an authoritarian regime that is violating  human rights and rules in a top-down 

manner by limiting political space for participation  (Hasselskog, 2016; Straus & Waldorf, 

2011). 

While donors choose to engage with the first developmental side, they have been criticised 

to ignore the second authoritarian side by choosiÎÇ ȰÖÏÌÕÎÔÁÒÙ ÂÌÉÎÄÎÅÓÓȱ (Uvin, 2001). 

There are cases, though, where donors have been critical of the Rwandan government, for 

instance when they halted budget support as a reaction to Rwandan support for the M23 

rebel group in the Democratic Republic of Congo (Swedlund, 2013). Yet, these efforts were 

not widely coordinated among donors and individual donors therefore undermined each 
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other positions and ultimately had little influence on Rwandan policies (Hayman, 2009b; 

Swedlund, 2013). On the other side of the relationship, Rwanda has created a number of 

bureaucratic entities, mechanisms and policies ÔÏ ȰÍÁÎÁÇÅȱ ÄÏÎÏÒÓȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ though 

setting up an aid strategy, limiting the amount of sectors each donor is allowed to support 

(division of labour ), holding annual development partner meetings and assessing donor 

performance (Hayman, 2009b; Keijzer et al., 2018). 

This broader context of the donor recipient relations in Rwanda also impacts the types of 

aid modalities used in Rwanda. In particular, the modality of budget  support has been the 

preferred modality by the Rwandan government (Keijzer et al., 2018). For Rwanda, budget 

support allows for high degrees of independence while donors promote it due their hopes 

for the effects of conditionality  (Hayman, 2011). In recent years, however, the modality of 

budget support has become less popular among donors and increasingly donors 

implement  project-style aid that is more closely tied to donor control and donor interest.  

In this context, the 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎËȭÓ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍ ÆÏÒ 2esults, introduced in 2012, represents a 

hybrid that combines elements of budget support with more donor influence on the 

selection and monitoring of results. This study selects ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎËȭÓ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÍÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

Rwandan agriculture sector as a case study to analyse how the ideas of results and 

adaptation influence development outcomes. The analysis, therefore, builds on the 

complex history of aid relations in Rwanda and the described paradox between reliance 

and independence. 

A second critical trend disrupt ing aid relations across African countries, including 

Rwanda, has been the growing presence of emerging economies, in particular China. 

China and Rwanda also have a long history of aid relations but typically China has not 

been integrated into the broader donor dialogue and coordination mechanisms (Grimm, 

Höß, Knappe, Siebold, & Sperrfechter, 2010). Yet, Rwandan-Chinese relations have 

intensified along with a continuous evolution of the Chinese aid bureaucracy. The second 

aid modality studied in this thesis, the Chinese agricultural technology demonstration 

center in Rwanda, can therefore provide additional insights into the role that results and 

adaptation ideas play in a Chinese aid modality, and the extent of reliance and 

independence in 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ×ÉÔÈ #ÈÉÎÁȢ An important question in this regard 

is how Chinese aid relations, which ÁÒÅ ÁÃÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÄ ÂÙ Á ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ȰÍÕÔÕÁÌ 

ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÎÏÎ-ÉÎÔÅÒÆÅÒÅÎÃÅȱ, ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅ ÔÏ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÄÏÎÏÒÓȢ  
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In studying the aid relations between Rwanda and the World Bank and Rwanda and China, 

the politics of development  are critically important. The researchers studying the 

history ÏÆ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ ÁÉÄ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ emphasised the role of politics in 

ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȢ .ÏÔÁÂÌÙȟ 5ÖÉÎ ÓÔÁÔÅÄȡ ȰOne of the foremost conclusions of this book is that 

ÁÌÌ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÁÉÄ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅÓ Á ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎȱ (1998, p. 232). The broader 

mainstream of development theory and practice, however, has taken longer to make a turn 

towards politics (Carothers & De Gramont, 2013; Hickey, Sen, & Bukenya, 2015). In recent 

years though, the study of the politi cs of development has played a major role in 

development research, including in Rwanda. In this thesis, there at two main ways in how 

research on the politics of development in Rwanda are analysed. 

First, the politics of development play a key role in designing specific aid interventions 

and broader aid modalities. As described, the recognition of politics or the failure to 

account for politics have a long tradition in aid research (Ferguson, 1990), and influenced 

the emergence of alternative approaches like adaptive development. In more recent 

discussions, different aid organisations (Fritz, 2017) have introduced political economy 

analysis more systematically and strategically into the design of development 

interventions. Three key examples are Problem-driven Iterative Adaptation, Thinking and 

Working Politically and Doing Development Differently. Each of these schools of thought 

has influenced or directly informed the design of pilot interventions.  

The two modalities studied in this thesis were not designed with an explicit theory of 

influencing political change. Yet, as will be argued, both interventions, the World Bank as 

well as the Chinese project, have implicit assumptions and elements built into their design 

that stem from the adaptive development idea and also relate to political thinking in 

foreign aid. In this analysis, special attention will be paid to the extent that both 

ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÅÄ ÉÎ Á ȰÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÓÍÁÒÔȱ ×ÁÙ ÏÒ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÅÙ ÒÅÐÅÁÔ ÍÉÓÔÁËÅÓ 

that donors have made in the past in Rwanda. In particular, Hayman (2009b) has warned: 

Ȱ0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÂÙ ÄÏÎÏÒ ÁÇÅÎÃÉÅÓ ÉÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ×ÅÁËȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ daily functioning of the aid 

system deceptively seems like a technical exercise where budgets have to be spent, results 

ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÁÒÇÅÔÓ ÍÅÔ ÏÎ ÉÓÓÕÅÓ ÌÉËÅ ÁÉÄ ÃÏÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȱ ɉÐȢ ΫααɊȢ 

The second link between the Rwanda case study of this thesis and the politics of 

ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÎ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȢ As one specific approach to 

political economy analysis, political settlements theory has been applied to study political 
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change in African countries (Behuria, Buur, & Gray, 2017), including in Rwanda. Originally, 

the political settlement framework  (Khan, 2010) was developed as a critique of New 

Institutional Economic s to study the role of institutions in a broader way that accounts for 

the social context in which institutions were located (Khan, 2017).  

The political settlements framework further argues that the relative power and capabilities 

of organisations determine how institutions work and that a given distribution of 

organisational power (the political settlement) is relatively stable over time, although it 

can be disrupted (Khan, 2017).  Khan (2010) further distinguishes between horizontal 

(between elites) and vertical (between elites and the population) distribution of power 

that is either concentrated (strong) or dispersed (weak). Political settlements, as a history-

based explanation of development combined with the idea that power and institutions are 

distinct , is also well suited to explain the misalignment between formal and informal 

institutions, which is a key factor in persisting forms of clientalism in low -income 

countries (Behuria et al., 2017).  

Given the appeal of the framework to development scholars and practitioners, political 

settlements have become an influential theory , both in development organisations and in 

research (Behuria et al., 2017). The TWP concept, for instance, draws on political 

settlements theory to study how political settlements emerge from a process of bargaining 

between elites over the rules and institutions governing the political system. In a review 

(Dasandi et al., 2019) of the current evidence on TWP, the authors draw on a political 

settlement typology developed by Kelsell (2016) that distinguishes between three common 

types of settlments: (1) developmental; (2) predatory and (3) hybrid.  

Authors who have applied political settlement theory to the current  political situation in 

Rwanda (Behuria & Goodfellow, 2016; Booth & Golooba-Mutebi, 2014; Chemouni, 2018; 

Golooba-Mutebi, 2013; Lavers, 2016) classify it as a developmental and dominant 

settlement, where power is concentrated in the hand of the RPF, both horizontally and 

vertically. On the horizontal -level, there is no significant political opposition to the RPF 

(within Rwanda) and there is little space for media and civil society to advocate for 

alternative political ideas (Chemouni, 2018). On the vertical level, power is also 

concentrated in the RPF and especially in the hands of President Paul Kagame, which 

extends all the way down to the local level. For instance, analytical work on the 

decentralisation process in Rwanda describes ÈÏ× ÔÈÅ ȰÈÏÍÅÇÒÏ×Îȱ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅ 

management system Imihigo has been turned from an instrument of local participation 
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into a tool for greater central government control (Chemouni, 2016a, 2016b; Hasselskog, 

2016, 2018; Hasselskog & Schierenbeck, 2015). 

For this thesis, political settlements theory and its application to Rwanda, therefore 

provide an important context for assessing the interactions between donors (the World 

Bank and China) and the Rwandan government, and its effects on developmental 

outcomes. $ÏÎÏÒÓ ÐÌÁÙ Á ËÅÙ ÒÏÌÅ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÓÅÔÔÌÅÍÅÎÔ ÂÙ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÉÎÇ the 

ruling coalition of elites through their fundin g, but also occasionally challenge the 

government, leading to continued calls from the government to become autonomous from 

donor influence (Lavers, 2016, p. 3). 

This thesis does not follow one strict version of political settlement analysis but broadly 

ÄÒÁ×Ó ÏÎ +ÈÁÎȭÓ (2010) original framework and its three basic components, as summarised 

by Behuria, Buur and Gray (2017): (1) the vertical distribution of power; (2) the horizontal 

distribution of power; (3) how a given political settlement is financed. In addition, Lavers 

and Hickey (2016) usefully developed an amended political settlements framework that 

also includes ideas as an analytical category, in order to study how ideational transfer from 

the international level can affect domestic policymaking for example. In this thesis, 

ideational analysis is also applied but is primarily geared towards donor bureaucracies and 

aid modalities, which then interact with the Rwandan government.  

6.2. Case selection 

Case selection for small samples, especially single case studies, is challenging because case 

selection and case analysis are more strongly intertwined than in large-N studies 

(Seawright & Gerring, 2008, p. 294). Still, carefully chosen single case studies can serve to 

produce generalizable knowledge, as documented in the development of physics by 

Newton, Einstein and Bohr, or the works of Darwin, Marx and Freud (Flyvbjerg, 2006). 

Apart from generalisation, single case study research can yield other benefits such as 

advancing scientific knowledge on scenarios, problem-solution pairs, role frames and 

methodology (Barzelay, 1993). 

The single case study of Rwanda is therefore not one homogenous entity but is understood 

ÁÓ ȰÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÅ ÉÎ ÍÏÓÔ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÌÉÎËÅÄ ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ 

ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ×ÁÙÓȱ (George & Bennett, 2005, p. 225). Hence, the case study explores multiple 
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causal relationships with embedded units (Baxter & Jack, 2008), where the overarching 

question is how the ideas of results and adaptation have entered the field of development 

cooperation, evolved into their current form today  and influence development 

policymaking. This overarching question is applied to specific development cooperation 

interventions in the agricultural sector with two main actors and their respective 

deveÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎËȭÓ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍ ÆÏÒ 2ÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÁÎÄ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ !ÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ 

Technology Demonstration Center. These actor-specific studies are the subunits for data 

collection, which are analysed separately (within-case analysis), between the subunits 

(between case analysis) and across the subunits (cross-case analysis) (Baxter & Jack, 2008, 

p. 550).  

Rwanda is selected as the case study according to the case selection techniques described 

by Yin (2018) and Gerring (2006), in order to develop a more rigorous and detailed 

explanation of how the case study relates to other cases and the broader academic debates. 

The main objectives of purposive case selection, similar to random case sampling, are to 

find a representative sample and to identify useful variation on the dimensions of 

theoretical interest (Seawright & Gerring, 2008). Rwanda is selected because it can be 

ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÁÓ Á Ȱcritical caseȱ (Yin, 2018) for how the ideas of results and adaptation 

influence development cooperation. A critical case study (synonymous with Ȱcrucialȱ in 

Gerring, 2006) focuses on a case that would is critical to a theory and has strategic 

importance in relation to a general problem (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Further, generalisations on 

the basis of single case studies are possible and can be amplified, if a critical case is selected 

strategically (Flyvbjerg, 2006). 

This theory developed for this thesis on Rwanda is derived from the academic literature, 

namely that results and adaptation simultaneously influence foreign aid relations. Some 

researchers (Hasselskog et al., 2017) studying aid relations in Rwanda have argued that 

ȰÔhe combination of strong national ownership and extensive donor presence makes 

2×ÁÎÄÁ Á ȬÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌȭ ÃÁÓÅ ÆÏÒ ÅØÐÌÏÒÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÆÏÒÍÕÌÁÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÖÉÓÉÎÇ Ðolicies and 

programmes in aid recipient states in generalȱ ɉÐȢ ΫβάΰɊȢ Other researchers (Desrosiers & 

Swedlund, 2018) have put forward  that Rwandan exceptionalism might be a myth and that 

ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ ×ÁÙÓ 2×ÁÎÄÁ ÉÓ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÏÔÈÅÒ ȰÄÏÎÏÒ ÄÁÒÌÉÎÇȱ (Beswick, 2010) countries 

that work with many donors, receive above-average amounts of aid and test out different 

aid modalities.  
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Both groups, however, agree on the importance of aid to development in Rwanda and the 

multifaceted combination of aid reliance and policy independence. This context makes 

Rwanda a suitable case for studying the interrelations between results and adaptation 

ideas. For the research question of the thesis, a single critical case can contribute to 

knowledge by confirming, challenging, or extending the theory (Yin, 2018). 

Rwanda is a critical case for the study of the results and adaptation ideas for three main 

reasons. First, Rwanda is a main recipient of foreign aid, and foreign aid has played a vital 

role in the country over the last decades as existing literature demonstrates how aid has 

contributed to achieving development results in Rwanda. Second, development 

cooperation in Rwanda is diverse and features multiple actors who are active across many 

different policy areas, highlighting the potential of analysing different subunits within the 

single case of Rwanda. Third, Rwanda has a capable bureaucracy that is known for its 

results orientation and efficient public management, which makes the transmission of 

policy ideas more observable.  

&ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÂÕÎÉÔÓȟ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎË ÁÎÄ #ÈÉÎÁȟ ÔÈÅ ȰÍÏÓÔ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔȱ ÍÅÔÈod 

of case selection is applied. The underlying causal mechanisms through which the World 

Bank and China influence development results in development cooperation in agriculture 

is assumed to be the same. However, in most other regards these actors are different fr om 

each other. Both actors come from different political backgrounds, pursue other objectives 

and adopt different modalities. The World Bank, as an international organisation with a 

history and mandate of transmitting policy ideas to developing countries can further be 

consÉÄÅÒÅÄ Á ȰÍÏÓÔ ÌÉËÅÌÙȱ ÓÕÂ-unit. In contrast, China operates outside the established 

formats of OECD-DAC donors and is seen as ÔÈÅ ȰÌÅÁÓÔ ÌÉËÅÌÙȱ ÃÁÓÅ ÆÏÒ transmitting the 

ideas of results and adaptation into a Rwandan context. If within -case analysis as well as 

between case analysis points to similar or contradicting findings in  how results and 

adaptation influence cooperation and development outcomes, this yields additional 

insights for the cross-case analysis.  

6.3. Methodology: causal process tracing 

This paper applies Causal Process Tracing (CPT) (Bennett & Checkel, 2014; George & 

Bennett, 2005), a methodology developed in social sciences that places emphasis on 

historical understanding and seeks to make within-case causal inferences about causal 
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mechanisms based on in-depth single case studies. Process tracing is a central method for 

carrying out within case study research in political science. By applying process tracing, 

one can unwrap the process whereby initial case conditions (independent variable) are 

translated into case outcomes (dependent variable) and divide the process into smaller 

steps that are supported by observable evidence. 

Despite the increasing use of process tracing in empirical research and a growing 

methodological literature, there is still a lack of clear and coherent guidelines of how to 

use the method in practice. There are open questions regarding what types of causal 

mechanisms can be traced and whether process-tr acing case studies can be combined with 

other methods. The application of process tracing in this thesis can, therefore, contribute 

to the growing literature on how process tracing can be used to study ideas, policies and 

development interventions from a political science perspective.  

For the empirical papers, process tracing is used to understand how the ideas of results 

and adaptation have influenced the introduction and implementation of the World Bank 

programme and the Chinese aid project in Rwanda. The papers trace how the ideas of 

results and adaptation have influenced the effects of development cooperation. According 

to Beach and Pedersen (2011), process tracing is not a single research method but can be 

used in three main variants of social science: theory-testing, theory-building , and 

explaining outcome. The empirical papers of the thesis use the theory-testing variant of 

process tracing. The papers, therefore, build  a theory from the existing literature and then 

test whether the evidence shows that theorised causal mechanisms are present and 

whether they function as expected.  

For the methodological approach, the thesis draws broadly on the qualitative literature on 

impact evaluation, theory-based evaluations and causal process tracing. In particular, a 

combination of theory -based evaluation in the form of contribution analysis and causal 

process tracing (Beach & Pedersen, 2013, 2018; Bennett & Checkel, 2014; George & Bennett, 

2005) is applied to study how a given aid modality contributes to development outcomes 

within a single case study.  

Contribution  analysis can be used to map the theory of change (Mayne, 2015) of a given 

intervention, to assess how the intervention was implemented in practice and to 

determine whether it contributed to develop ment outcomes. But contribution analysis 

alone, does not provide details guidance on how to collect data or how to assess the 

strength of evidence. Causal process tracing can, therefore, be applied in a complementary 
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manner (Befani & Mayne, 2014) to assess the strength of evidence and the probability of a 

causal relationship based on Bayesian logic (Bennett & Checkel, 2014). The specific form 

of process tracing applied here is theory-based process tracing (Beach & Pedersen, 2013), 

which is used to understand whether results and adaptation exist as causal mechanisms 

in results-based approaches and how they relate to development outcomes.  

The causal mechanism itself is treated as a mid-range theory that can be operationalised 

based on the literature (Beach & Pedersen, 2018). Process tracing is typically carried out 

for one causal mechanism only, and all other causal factors are treated as external. In this 

thesis, however, there is an added value of splitting the causal mechanism into two nested 

parts, as the research interest lies in investigating two specific causal pathways that can be 

nonexclusive to each other (Weller & Barnes, 2016) ɀ namely the results and adaptation 

mechanism. Both causal relations are not seen as rival theories since aid interventions are 

often designed with incorporating both causal pathways simultaneously. Potentially, both 

nested components might even form one causal mechanism. Still , testing for each 

component explicitly in this nested causal process tracing design allows for assessing the 

relative strength of each causal relationship. 

6.4. Data collection and positionality 

The data required for undertaking process tracing is to a large extent based on 

documentary research from a wide range of sources, including academic literature, policy 

literature and publicly available grey literature as well as privately shared grey literature. 

Although  a focus on documentary data has been the primary focus for process tracing, 

interview data is used as a supplement to process tracing and purposive sampling has been 

applied to identify key actors having the most involvement with the process of interest 

(Tansey, 2007).  

A first field research phase took place from September to December 2016 in Rwanda, where 

data was collected from main stakeholders in development cooperation, includi ng 

policymakers, donor representatives, local government actors, business community 

members, civil society members and farmers. I carried out 110 semi-structured interviews 

during this period , which were conducted mainly individually but also featured group 

interviews. A second field research place took place from October to November 2017 in 

Beijing and Fujian in China, where I conducted 22 semi-structured expert interviews with 
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policymakers and scholars on Chinese foreign aid. All interviews, in Rwanda and China, 

are anonymous due to the potentially sensitive nature of topics discussed. A list of 

interviewees is attached to each empirical papers (3-5) and a sample interview guide is 

included at the end of thesis (paper 5, Annex 6.2). 

In Rwanda, most interviews were conducted in English, and in some cases interviews were 

held in Kinyarwanda, with the help of a translator, especially with farmers. Chinese 

interviewees were interviewed in English whenever possible, in order to obtain precise and 

comparable information. With Chinese interviewees without  or with minor English skills 

I used my conversationally fluent but potentially less accurate Mandarin (on technical and 

research topics) skills to conduct the interview. I took hand-written notes and did not 

record interviews to create trust and make interviewees more comfortable with expressing 

their honest personal views. For all interviews, I transcribed the hand-written notes 

shortly afterwards into more extensive digitally typed notes, clearly marking where 

verbatim transcription was used and where I used my own recollections. Afterwards, all 

digital transcripts were transferred into the ATLAS.ti software and coded according to key 

analytical categories. 

Being half-German and half-Taiwanese with grandparents from mainland China, and 

having grown up as a native Mandarin speaker, I always navigated my identity as being on 

outsider and insider to Chinese culture vis-à-vis interviewees, especially Chinese 

interviewees. In some cases, Chinese interviewees treated me like an international 

researcher coming from the outside trying to understand Chinese policymaking processes, 

and in other cases, I was treated as an insider with a shared cultural background. Similar 

to this split personal background, my professional identity consists of being a PhD student 

at the University of Manchester and being a researcher at a German government-funded 

development think tank. Having worked in a development think tank prior to starting the 

PhD and throughout the PhD has afforded me direct insights into and access to donor 

decision making fora and policy exchanges. Similar to my personal background, I have 

sought to leverage both identities, university and think tank researcher, towards my 

benefit in gathering information and a gaining a more in-depth understanding of 

academic research and current practices in development cooperation.  
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7 Findings 

The thesis finds that the ideas of results and adaption can be contradictory and mutually 

exclusive at the general level of public philosophies or paradigms, but show overlap and 

potential for integration at lower ideational levels, especially regarding their influence on 

framing policy problems and policy solutions. The first paper develops a multi-level model 

of institutional change that describes how results and adaptation ideas interact across the 

different ideational levels and within development organisations, albeit through different 

channels: top-down and bottom-up. The examples of results-based approaches and 

adaptive programming confirm that the practice of how results and adaptation ideas are 

being implemented is already ÃÌÏÓÅ ÔÏ ×ÈÁÔ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÄ ÆÌÅØÉÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ ÁÎÄ 

a ȰÈÙÂÒÉÄ ÍÏÄÅÌȱȢ (ÅÎÃÅȟ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÏÆ ÈÙÂÒÉÄÉÔÙ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎ 

might provide a promising starting point for debates on improving the management of 

development interventions through analysing the integration of both ideas at the policy 

solution level.  

By applying ideational theories to Chinese foreign aid, the thesis also demonstrates that 

there is unexplored potential for convergence between China and OECD DAC donors 

ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ȰÃÏÁÌÉÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÇÎÅÔȱ ÉÄÅÁÓ framework. Applying the framework to three ideas ɀ 2030 

Agenda, mutual benefit and development results ɀ the second paper indicates how each 

idea could be strategically employed by policy entrepreneurs to foster convergence and 

political change. The analysis finds that coalition magnet ideas have the potential to bring 

DAC members and China together around policy prescriptions that fall into the broad 

corridor of national and international epistemic communities around respective coalition 

magnet ideas. 

The empirical part of the thesis reveals how results-based and adaptive causal mechanisms 

co-exist within given aid interventions by the World Bank and China, how these interact 

and how they ultimately contribute to achieving development outcomes. The key finding 

in this regard is that the broader political context of the Rwandan agricultural sector is the 

main factor for determining development outcomes, which is neither the World Bank 

project nor the Chinese projects fully take into account . 

The third paper on the World Bank finds that the key underlying relations that structure 

the agricultural sector are intragovernmental relations that existed before the PforR. These 
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structures were geared towards delivering results based on centralised policymaking, with 

little input by donors. The political economy analysis of the donor organisation revealed 

that the PforR in Rwanda is used in a depoliticised manner. In this context, the design and 

implementation of agricultural policies are mainly discussed in technocratic terms. The 

PforR instrument, therefore, contributes to reinforcing existing power structures in the 

agricultural sector. However, the analysis has identified multiple cases where more space 

for adaptation and political dialogue has been created. The assessment of PforR shows the 

limitations of donor influence on domestic politics, but another critical  conclusion is that 

donors make some decisions that will contribute to shaping a given political environment. 

One crucial choice is over aid modalities, whether project or programme because the 

modality determines fundamental conditions of how the Rwandan government is 

supported.  

The fourth paper, on the Chinese ATDC in Rwanda, demonstrates that development 

results were achieved through results and adaptation mechanisms that are embedded and 

constrained by a broader political-economic environment. Activities for promoting four 

separate agricultural technologies were implemented according to plan and were driven 

by a Chinese aid bureaucracy that has developed a distinct aid modality which is 

implemented coherently across different countries with one underlying theory of change 

and logframe. On the Rwandan side, the activities of the ATDC were reinforced by a 

centralised bureaucracy with clear development strategies, management structures and 

performance incentives for public officials. Yet, programme activities did not translate into 

sustainable development impacts given a lack of responsiveness or feedback mechanisms 

within each bureaucracy. The ATDC case, therefore, illustrates once more how challenging 

it is to design and implement a sustainable aid project, and that there is no proven path 

for creating successful public-private partnerships in development.  

4ÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÉÓÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎËȭÓ ÁÎÄ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ expands on the point that 

donor organisations need to address how results-based ideas in combination with adaptive 

development ideas can be tailored to fit into the specific context of the Rwandan 

agriculture sector. Both modalities have robust and explicit frameworks for setting and 

assessing results and are mostly successful in achieving their intended goals. Nevertheless, 

the reinforcement and driver behind the implementation of both modalities is the 

Rwandan government and is it difficult to assess the added value of both modalities. Next, 

in both modalities , there were cases where agents had the autonomy to engage in 

problem-driven iterative adaptation processes, although Rwandan government policies 
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highly constrained the agricultural sector. In the World Bank, the most prominent 

examples were several changes in PforR design that occurred throughout the 

implementation as a reaction to feedback and greater familiarity with the local context. 

For the ATDC, the critical  example was how Chinese experts innovated to adapt 

mushroom technology to local conditions and promote its widespread adoption.  

Finally, the political economy of the World Bank, China and the agriculture sector in 

Rwandan set the boundary conditions that determined to which extent results or 

adaptation mechanisms could unfold. Crucially, the aid modality already contains a clear 

structure that determines a large extent of how results-based or autonomous agents can 

be during implementation . In the future, it will, therefore, be useful to do further research 

on how results and adaptation thinking interact within the design of a given aid modality 

and how aid modalities interact with different political contexts. Such analysis could also 

look beyond the case of Rwandan to study how the results, adaptation and political context 

interact in countries with less strictly organised developmental bureaucracies.  

These results are specific for the Rwandan case and the agricultural sector. Yet, the 

methodology of combining causal process tracing with contribution analysis could be 

applied to study other PfoR operations or other aid modalities across different donors and 

countries to draw comparative insights into the underlying causal mechanisms. Against 

the background of ongoing theory-led debates on results, adaptation and politics, such 

research could provide crucial empirical material for complementing these debates, and 

ultimately bette r inform the management of aid organisations and their interventions.  
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PAPER 1: RESULTS AND ADAPTATION IN FOREIGN AID: AN IDEATIONAL 

ANALYSIS OF INSTITUTIONAL LAYERING IN DEVELOPMENT 

ORGANISATIONS 

 

Abstract  

This paper combines ideational and institutional theories to analyse how two specific 

ideas, results and adaptation, have gradually changed the theory and practice of 

contemporary development cooperation. The main question is why ideas of results and 

adaptation are continuously treated as binaries and how this debate can move forward. As 

an answer, the paper describes the ideational changes of results and adaptation over time 

and conceptualises this process as institutional layering. Further , the paper sketches how 

results and adaptation interact across different levels of ideas within the field of 

development cooperation, and through which channels both ideas diffuse within 

development organisations. As an example of applying this theoretical framework, 

ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÁÄÁÐÔÉÖÅ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÍÉÎÇȱ are analysed as two prominent 

policy ideas in current debates on development. The paper demonstrates that there is a 

high degree of overlap between both approaches, which also applies to the underlying 

programmatic ideas and public philosophies. Ultimately, understanding this ideational 

structure and the multi -level interactions between results and adaptation helps to better 

inform the discourse on the future of development management. 
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1 Introduction 

Improvi ng the management of aid organisations seems to be far from a straightforward 

task. According to an extensive development management literature, current practices of 

designing and implementing aid interventions are fundamentally flawed (Andrews, 2013; 

Brinkerhoff & Brinkerhoff, 2015; Carothers & De Gramont, 2013; Copestake & Williams, 

2014; Gulrajani, 2015; Honig, 2018; Yanguas, 2018; Yanguas & Hulme, 2014). Aid donors 

typically lack local knowÌÅÄÇÅȟ ÉÎÓÉÓÔ ÏÎ ÕÎÈÅÌÐÆÕÌ ȰÂÅÓÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȱ (Evans, 2004) and 

ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅÃÏÍÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÁÄÁÐÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ ȰÄÏ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÌÙȱ (Honig & Gulrajani, 2018). 

However, no aid organisation has embraced this agenda wholly, and existing efforts are 

moving only slowly towards such an ideal. Some aid organisations are even going in the 

opposite direction. Donors have become strongly focused on a so-ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÁÇÅÎÄÁȱ 

(Gulrajani, 2011; Holzapfel, 2016), monitoring and evaluating performance against defined 

targets, for example as defined in the Sustainable Development Goals.  

The debate between being adaptive on the one hand versus achieving results, on the other 

hand, ÄÁÔÅÓ ÂÁÃË ÔÏ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÆÏÒÍÁÌÉÓÅÄ ȰÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓȱ ×ÅÒÅ ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÅÄ 

in the 1950s (Gittinger, 1982). Later in the 1980s, there was an extensive discussion between 

ȰÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÂÌÕÅÐÒÉÎÔȱ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓ (Korten, 1980; Korten & Klauss, 1984). The current 

debate between results orientation and adaptive management mirrors the prior 

discussions but has advanced gradually. Despite both ideas being seemingly at odds, large 

areas of overlap exist. This overlap remains underexplored though, and many of the 

debates among aid practitioners and researchers remain polarised. The research question, 

therefore, is: Why are the ideas of results and adaptation continuously treated as binaries 

in the literature and in practice, and how can this polarised debate move forward?  

The answer is developed in two steps. First, the history of the results and adaptation 

debate is analysed in terms of how the ideas of adaptation and results are turned into 

policies in aid organisations using a theoretical framework from discursive, historical and 

sociological institutionalism. Second, the paper explains how the ideas of adaptation and 

results have changed over time in a process of institutional layering. Third, two specific 

policy ideas are analysed, results-based approaches and adaptive programming, to show 

the integration of results and adaptation approaches and demonstrate how aid 

organisations change only gradually. Fourth, the paper outlines what can be expected in 
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terms of future reforms of aid organisations and draws conclusions for future studies of 

development organisations and ideational change processes.  

The research contributes to at least two strands of academic literature. First, few studies 

so far have applied combinations of discursive institutional, historical and sociological 

institutional theories to the field of development cooperation and there is more analysis 

needed of how specific ideas in development cooperation influence political outcomes. 

Second, several studies in development management critically deal with the emergence of 

result orientation and alternative approaches. However, this literature largely views the 

ideas of results and adaptation as incompatible. The paper argues that these differences 

are exaggerated and that there is an overlap and integration of both ideas, which can be 

explained through a combination of ideational and institutional theories.  

2 The history of results and adaptation 

One of the oldest problems in foreign aid is the tension between top-down impositions 

through planned development interventions and bottom -up processes of social change. 

Hirschman (1967) ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÉÔ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÌÅÍÍÁ ÏÆ ȰÔÒÁÉÔ ÔÁËÉÎÇȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÔÒÁÉÔ ÍÁËÉÎÇȱ ÉÎ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ 

ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÄÅÓÉÇÎȡ ȰÉÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÉÓ ÐÌÁÎÎÅÄȟ ÂÕÉÌÔȟ and operated on the basis of certain 

negative attributes of the status quo, taking them for granted, as inevitable and 

unchangeable, it may miss important opportunities for effecting positive changes in these 

attributesɂon the contrary, it may even confirÍ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÍȱ (Hirschman, 1967, 

p. 121). Later, Rondinelli (1982) ÁÄÄÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÐÌÁÎÎÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÍÁËÅÒÓ ×ÈÏ ×ÏÒË ÉÎ 

bureaucracies that seek to control rather than to facilitate development activities must 

cope with the increasing uncertainty and complexity of development problems; but the 

controls inhibit the kinds of analysis and planning that are most appropriate to dealing 

×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÉÓÓÕÅÓȱ (Rondinelli, 1982, p. 44). Natsios (2010, p. i) ÐÕÔ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄ ȰÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÏÓÅ 

development programs that are most precisely and easily measured are the least 

transformational , and those programs that are most transformational are the least 

measurableȢȱ 

This original dilemma of designing development interventions continues today. 

Representing the two sides of the dilemma are two ideas, which are called ÔÈÅ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ 

ÉÄÅÁȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ȰÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÄÅÁȱ in this analysis. The results idea posits that development 

outcomes can be achieved in a predictable manner by following a plan and ensuring its 

implementation  (Brolin, 2017b; Eyben, Guijt, Roche, & Shutt, 2015). The adaptation idea 
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holds that development is complex and unpredictable and that achieving development 

outcomes requires a flexible strategy that changes according to context (Ramalingam, 

2013; Shutt, 2016). Both ideas are umbrella terms for a larger subset of ideas and are based 

on different theoretical foundations. They place different emphasis on how development 

cooperation should be organised and can lead to diverging recommendations on which 

types of policies development actors should implement. Different forms of the results and 

adaptation have been contrasted with each over the years: project versus process 

approaches (Bond & Hulme, 1999; Korten, 1980), planners versus searchers (Easterly, 

2006a, 2006b), evidence-based policy versus systemic change (Taylor, 2013), or best 

practice standards versus problem-driven iterative adaptation (Andrews, Pritchett, & 

Woolcock, 2013).  

This analysis divides the results versus adaptation debate roughly into two generations. 

The first generation of debate started in the 1980s and lasted into the 1990s, and was 

ÆÒÁÍÅÄ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÔÉÁÌÌÙ ÂÙ +ÏÒÔÅÎȟ ×ÈÏ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÇÕÉÓÈÅÄ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ȰÂÌÕÅÐÒÉÎÔȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȱ 

approaches to development (1980, 1984). The second generation of the debate started 

around the financial crisis in 2009 with a push for results-orientation in development 

cooperation, which has been met by a backlash arguing for adaptive management. This 

debate has been ongoing. 

2.1. The first generation: blueprint versus process approaches 

The starting point for the blueprint approach idea  in development cooperation has been 

ÔÈÅ ÂÉÒÔÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔȱȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇÌÙ ÆÏÒÍÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ΫγΰΪÓ 

driven in part by the World Bank (Baum & Tolbert, 1985; Gittinger, 1982) and academics 

such as Hirschman (1967) and Rondinelli (1976). The critical  characteristic of projects is 

the emphasis on the project cycle that typically includes identification, design, 

preparation, appraisal, implementation and evaluation (Baum & Tolbert, 1985, p. 30). The 

blueprint approach places a major emphasis on planning before implementation. Plans 

usually include objectives and targets to be reached within a predetermined timeframe 

and budget. Development management under this approach is described as following the 

blueprint and is oriented towards structure and control. Deviations from plans are viewed 

as a failure and require correction, and often lead to tighter controls.  



60 

The process approach idea  was developed as a direct criticism of the mainstream 

blueprint approach and was strongly influenced by the work of Korten (1980, 1984). The 

main characteristics of the process idea are attention to context, complexity and learning. 

The process idea acknowledges that context ɀ whether political, economic, social or 

environmental ɀ consists of complex systems that dynamically change in unpredictable 

ways, which renders planning futile. As an alternative to the project cycle, Korten (1980) 

proposed three stages for development interventions. In the first stage, called learning to 

be effective, the intervention is designed in a bottom-up fashion with the active 

participation of beneficiaries. In the second stage, learning to be efficient, the focus shifts 

to establishing routines, reducing input requirements per unit of output and preparing for 

stage three. In the third stage, learning to expand, the intervention is phased into 

expansion, especially of organisational capacities.  

The design takes place iteratively and represents a succession of experimental solutions, 

to be tested and then redesigned based on accumulated learning in the face of the 

uncertainty and complexity that characterise sustained socio-economic development 

(Brinkerhoff & Ingle, 1989). Development management under this approach embraces 

error. It treats errors as an essential source of information, plans with the people and links 

knowledge to action by leaving the decision making to people most closely involved with 

the development intervention (Korten, 1980, 1984)Ȣ Ȱ0ÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÓ 

strategic thinking and entrepreneurship rather than simpÌÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌȱ (Brinkerhoff 

& Ingle, 1989, p. 489). 

Based on this summary, blueprint and process approaches appear to be stark opposites. 

Still, both ideas have merits and flaws. The blueprint approach can be overly rigid, 

dysfunctional and is not suitable for the uncertain nature of development (Brinkerhoff & 

Ingle, 1989). The process approach is not systematic enough to be broadly applied in 

bureaucratic structures that require full  accountability  for budget allocation. In previous 

debates, there have been proposals to combine the best features of both ideas, while 

mitigating their drawbacks. Such combined approaches have already been developed by 

Brinkerhoff and Ingle (1989)ȟ ×ÈÏ ÔÅÒÍÅÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÍÏÄÅÌ Ȱstructured flexibility ȱ ÁÎÄ (ÕÌÍÅ 

(1995), whÏ ÁÄÖÏÃÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ Ȱhybrid model ȱȢ "ÏÔÈ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓȟ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÄ ÆÌÅØÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ 

hybrid model, argue for a middle-ground between blueprint and process approach, where 

planned actions are blended with a capacity for flexibility and iterative learning. Although  

such arguments were made academically, they have not been taken up in practice 



61 

 

explicitly. Instead, the blueprint approach has maintained its position as the mainstream 

idea in development management.  

The first generation of the results and adaptation debate did not end because a 

compromise had been found. Instead, the debate faded out and was replaced by a new 

format of co-existence of blueprint and process approach. On the global political stage, 

the end of the Cold War ushered in a new phase of multilateral cooperation in the early 

1990s and a series of multilateral development conferences, which first led to the 

Internationally Agreed Development Goals and later the Millennium Development Goals. 

Within these international frameworks, blueprint thinking was  represented through the 

push for standardisation and measurement, while process thinking was included through 

leaving room for development actors to find locally adapted solutions. Similarly, the 2005 

0ÁÒÉÓ !ÇÅÎÄÁ ÆÏÒ ÁÉÄ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅÎÅÓÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ ȰÏ×ÎÅÒÓÈÉÐȱ ɉÃÏÍÐÁÒÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ÌÏÃÁÌ 

ÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎɊ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ×ÉÔÈ ȰÍÁÎÁÇÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȱ ÁÓ Ô×Ï ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÆÉÖÅ ÍÁÉÎ 

principles. In 2019, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

ɉ/%#$Ɋ ÁÄÏÐÔÅÄ ÓÉØ Ȱ'ÕÉÄÉÎÇ 0ÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓ ÏÎ -ÁÎÁÇÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ 3ustainable Development 

2ÅÓÕÌÔÓȱȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ȰÁÄÁÐÔ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȱ ɉÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅ άɊ ÁÎÄ ȰÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ Á ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÔÈÁÔ 

ÉÓ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÁÂÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÌÉÁÂÌÅȱ ɉÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅ ΰɊ ÓÉÄÅ ÂÙ ÓÉÄÅ (OECD, 2019).  

The beginning of what can be called the second generation of the results and adaptation 

debate was triggered by a globally relevant economic and political event: the global 

financial crisis in 2008/2009. The financial crisis caused a renewed push for the results 

ÉÄÅÁÓ ÁÎÄ ȰÖÁÌÕÅ ÆÏÒ ÍÏÎÅÙȱ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÄÏÎÏÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ organisations due 

to the perceived need of greater austerity in aid spending and lower public support for aid 

spending during economic crises (Heinrich, Kobayashi, & Bryant, 2016). This focus on 

results was then met by a push back from researchers and practitioners advocating for 

more room for adaptation (Eyben et al., 2015). Further, the crisis accelerated long-term 

global shifts in power dynamics (Mawdsley, 2012), especially towards facilitating the 

increased role of emerging economies in development cooperation (Mawdsley, 2017).  

2.2. The second generation: results versus adaptation 

Today, the second generation of the results versus adaptation debate has been ongoing, 

and many of the former arguments of the blueprint versus process approach debate have 

reappeared. The current labels used are results-based management versus adaptive 
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management, best practices versus problem-driven iterativ e adaptation, accountability 

versus flexibility, navigation by control versus navigation by judgement and mainstream 

development versus doing development differently.  

The results idea ȟ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÁÇÅÎÄÁȱȟ ÉÓ ÁÎ ÕÍÂÒÅÌÌÁ ÔÅÒÍ ÏÆ Á ÌÁÒÇÅÒ 

family of concepts applied in development management, which come from results-based 

management and have their roots in new public management (NPM). Researchers have 

documented modern incarnations of the results idea within individual countries, such as 

Sweden (Brolin, 2017a) or the UK (Valters & Whitty, 2017), and across development 

organisations (Eyben et al., 2015; Holzapfel, 2016). The proliferation of the results ideas is 

typically driven by the need to be accountable towards domestic taxpayers in donor 

countries, the interest in applying corporate managerial practices to public sector and the 

genuine motivation of improving the development effects of foreign aid in measurable and 

quantifiable ways. Prominent exampleÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÉÄÅÁ ÁÒÅ ȰÃÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ 

ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËÓȱ ÏÆ ÄÏÎÏÒ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÒ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÉÅ ÁÉÄ ÆÕÎÄÓ ÔÏ 

observable development results (Holzapfel, 2016).  

Adaptation is an umbrella term for a wide range of ideas that stress the importance of 

context, relationships, unpredictability and the need for highly flexible interventions 

(Mosse, 1998). Adaptation ideas include the followiÎÇȡ Ȱ0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÓÍÁÒÔȟ ÌÏÃÁÌÌÙ-led 

ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȱ (Booth & Unsworth, 2014)ȟ Ȱ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌÌÙȱ (Dasandi, 

Laws, Marquette, & Robinson, 2019)ȟ Ȱ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÁÉÎȱ(Levy, 2014)ȟ ȰÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ-

driven iteratÉÖÅ ÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎȱ (Andrews et al., 2013)ȟ ȰÇÏÏÄ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅȱ (Grindle, 

2004, 2007)ȟ ȰÓÙÓÔÅÍÉÃ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȱ (Taylor, 2013) ÏÒ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓ ÉÎÓÐÉÒÅÄ ÂÙ ȰÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÔÙ 

ÔÈÅÏÒÙȱ (Ramalingam, 2013; Root, Jones, & Wild, 2015) for instance. The two basic 

premises, development is complex and criticism of the current mainstream approach, are 

still the defining features of adaptation ideas. One popular group of experts and scholars 

ÁÄÖÏÃÁÔÅÓ ÆÏÒ ȰÄÏÉÎÇ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÌÙȱ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÍÉÎÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓ ÉÓ 

complex: solutions are not simple or obvious, those who would benefit most lack power, 

those who can make a difference are disengaged and political barriers are too often 

ÏÖÅÒÌÏÏËÅÄȱ (Doing Development Differently, 2014)Ȣ !ÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÁÄÄÓ ȰÒÅÆÏÒm 

dynamics are often characterizÅÄ ÂÙ ȬÉÓÏÍÏÒÐÈÉÃ ÍÉÍÉÃÒÙȭɂthe tendency to introduce 

ÒÅÆÏÒÍÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅ ÁÎ ÅÎÔÉÔÙȭÓ ÅØÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÁÃÙ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔȟ ÅÖÅÎ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ 

ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÂÌÙ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅȱ (Andrews et al., 2013).  
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A synthesis of both ideas has yet to emerge, but the dominant idea occupying the 

mainstream is again the results idea. Surprisingly, many recent contributions to the debate 

make little reference to the prior debate on blueprint and process approaches, and the 

arguments on either side have changed only incrementally. One explanation could be that 

development management is driven by trends, buzzwords and cyclical debates (Cornwall, 

2007). Another explanation for the dominance of results and blueprint ideas could be that 

bureaucratic structures of aid agencies favour control over decentralisation. This paper 

emphasises the latter explanation in terms of the way that results and adaptation ideas 

influence policy choices of development organisations, but this point requires further 

unpacking.  

3 Theoretical framework: understanding development management ideas through 

ideational and institutional theories 

This paper develops a theoretical framework to understand why development discourse is 

consistently influenced by the development management ideas of results and adaption. 

The framework relies on discursive institutionalism (DI) (Campbell & Pedersen, 2001; 

Schmidt, 2008, 2010), historical institutionalism (Mahoney & Thelen, 2009; Streeck & 

Thelen, 2009; Thelen, 2009) and sociological institutionalism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991; 

Scott, 2014). )Î ÄÉÓÃÕÒÓÉÖÅ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÍȟ ȰÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅȱ ÉÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÇÅÎÅÒÉÃ ÔÅÒÍ ÔÈÁÔ 

encompasses not only the substantive content of ideas4 but also the interactive processes 

by which ideas are conveyed. Discursive institutionalism follows in the tradition of works 

from Foucault (1971), Gramsci (1995) or Bourdieu (1990) who view ideas as vehicles for elite 

domination and power, but takes a broader view since discourse can also take place when 

actors express interests or engage in argument. Adding theories from historical and 

sociological institutionalism further allows studying how ideas become policies withi n 

organisational structures, mainly how ideas at different levels are applied within 

organisations over time.  

The theoretical framework consists of two parts. First, the first and second generation of 

the results and adaptation ideas are compared by analysing institutional change through 

                                                      
4  Ideas in this context are defined as causal beliefs (Béland & Cox, 2010, pp. 3-4). These causal beliefs are 

further characterised as products of cognition, as connections between things and between people, and as 
providing guides for action. 
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layering. This part of the analysis explains how both ideas have changed gradually over 

time . In the second part of the theoretical framework, it is analysed why the results and 

adaptation ideas have only changed gradually  and how they interact  through 

developing a multi-level framework of institutional diffusion and creation.  

3.1. Gradual change through institutional layering: from blueprint and process to results and 

adaptation 

When analysing institutional change in policy processes, there are two main perspectives. 

First, institutional change can be viewed to occur through moments of exogenous shocks 

(critical junctures) that trigger radical transformations, which are then locked in until the 

next shock occurs. In contrast to ÔÈÉÓ ȰÐÕÎÃÔÕÁÔÅÄ ÅÑÕÉÌÉÂÒÉÕÍ ÍÏÄÅÌȱ ÏÆ ÐÁÔÈ-

dependence, change can also come about as results of endogenous developments that 

unfold gradually (Streeck & Thelen, 2005). It is this second type of incremental change 

that is applied to study the institutional change that took place from first to second 

generation results and adaptation thinking. The main reason for choosing this perspective 

of gradual change comes from seeing institutional change being driven by permanent 

power-distributional struggle as a defining feature. By focusing on political manoeuvring 

among instituti ÏÎÁÌ ȰÒÕÌÅ ÍÁËÅÒÓȱ ɉÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÑÕÏ ÐÏ×ÅÒÓɊ ÁÎÄ ȰÒÕÌÅ ÔÁËÅÒÓȱȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÁÐÅÒ 

analyses the ongoing importance of strategy, conflict and agency over time within 

institutions, as opposed to during moments of external shocks only (Thelen, 2009).  

&ÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ 4ÈÅÌÅÎȭÓ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÔÙÐÅÓ ÏÆ ÇÒÁÄÕÁÌ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȟ the focus is placed 

ÏÎ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ ȰÌÁÙÅÒÉÎÇȱ (Capano, 2019; Schickler, 2001) as a pattern of institutional 

change most relevant to the study of development organisations in the context of results 

ÁÎÄ ÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎȢ 4ÈÅÌÅÎ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÓ ÌÁÙÅÒÉÎÇ ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÎÅ× ÒÕÌÅÓ ÏÎ ÔÏ ÏÒ 

ÁÌÏÎÇÓÉÄÅ ÅØÉÓÔÉÎÇ ÏÎÅÓȱȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÏÃÃÕÒÓ ×ÈÅÎ ÐÏ×ÅÒÆÕÌ ÖÅÔÏ ÐÌÁÙÅÒÓ ÃÁÎ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔ ÔÈÅ ÅØÉÓÔÉÎg 

institution against institutional challengers, who have relatively low levels of discretion in 

the implementation and enforcement of rules (Hanrieder, 2014; Mahoney & Thelen, 2009; 

Streeck & Thelen, 2009). In development organisations, the leadership tends to favour a 

status quo of managing development cooperation through a form of results thinking  

(Lewis & Mosse, 2006). The challengers of the status quo tend to promote change in a 

more bottom-up fashion through either interpreting existing rules differently or 

introducing new rules alongside existing ones.  

One main reason is the distance between development organisations setting rules at the 

headquarters level and the development actors implementing development interventions 
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on the ground (Lewis & Mosse, 2006). Development actors dealing with implementation 

cannot typically change the design of their interventions fundamentally but have a 

relatively strong influence on specific practices and details of implementation. Similarly, 

officials in headquarters have a strong capacity to set aid policies but have less influence 

when it comes to the implementation of specific interventions. 

The process of ÌÁÙÅÒÉÎÇ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÌÅÁÄ ÔÏ ×ÈÏÌÌÙ ÎÅ× ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÒ ÒÕÌÅÓȟ ȰÂÕÔ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ 

ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÓ ÁÍÅÎÄÍÅÎÔÓȟ ÒÅÖÉÓÉÏÎÓȟ ÏÒ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÅØÉÓÔÉÎÇ ÏÎÅÓȱ (Streeck & Thelen, 2005). 

Such layering can, however, bring substantial change if amendments alter the logic of the 

ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÒ ÃÏÍÐÒÏÍÉÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁÂÌÅ ÒÅÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ȰÃÏÒÅȢȱ &ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ 

adding contracting with private health plans to the US public health insurance programme 

Medicare (Hacker, 2004) or labour market reforms in Germany that introduced low-wage 

jobs with little employment protection alongside traditional employment protections for 

core workers (Streeck & Thelen, 2009), are cases of institutional change through layering.  

In practice, the degree to which institutional change through layering occurs in specific 

development organisations will depend on the political context that determines the 

capacity of the veto power to exert influence and the opportunities for institutional 

challengers to interpret the implementation of a given set of rules. The mechanism for 

change can be deÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈȟ the introduction of new elements setting 

in motion dynamics through which they, over time, actively crowd out or supplant by 

default the old system as the domain of the latter progressively shrinks relative to that of 

the formerȱ (Streeck & Thelen, 2005, p. 25). 

3.2. Gradual change through institutional layering: from 1st to 2nd generation of results and 

adaptation 

Applying this model of layering to the ideas of results and adaptation helps to explain the 

shifts that have occurred from the first generation to the second generation of the results 

and adaptation ideas. Besides, both ideas, in the first generation and the second 

generation, have influenced development management simultaneously, where the 

adaption idea has been layered onto the dominant results idea. Hence, there are two 

processes of institutional change: the shift from first to the second generation and the 

interaction between results and adaption ideas. In this part, the emphasis is placed on the 

shift from first to the second generation of results and adaptation ideas.  
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The processes of a gradual change from the first to the second generation of results and 

adaptation has unfolded differently across three levels of generality of ideas (Mehta, 2010), 

which range from underlying philosophies to programmes and policies (Table 1). On the 

first and most general level, ideas can be philosophies or zeitgeist, sometimes also called 

paradigmatic ideas. These are broader ideas that cut across substantive areas and usually 

sit in the background as underlying assumptions that are rarely contested. On the second 

more specific level, there are programmatic ideas that typically serve as problem 

definitions of specific policy issues (Mehta, 2010, p. 27). On the third level, there are policy 

ideas, which are specific solutions proposed by policymakers.  

Table  2: First and second generations of results and adaptation i deas 

 

Blueprint Approach  
(1st Generation)  

Results Idea  
(2nd  Generation)  

Process Approach  
(1st Generation)  

Adaptation Idea  
(2nd  Generation)  

Public 
Philosophy  
 
Paradigmatic 
Idea  

¶ New Public 
Management  

¶ New Institutional 
Economics 

¶ Managerialism 

¶ New Public 
Management 

¶ Post-New 
Public 
Management 

¶ Alternative 
Development 
(Paradigm) 

¶ Limit s of planning 

¶ Autonomy and 
Voice 

¶ Alternative 
development 

¶ Complexity 
theory and 
systems thinking  

Policy 
Problem  
 
Programmatic 
Idea  

¶ Principal-agent 
problems 

¶ Market failures  

¶ Principal-agent 
problems 

¶ Collective 
action 
challenges 

 

¶ Complex messes 

¶ Wicked problems 

¶ Learning 

¶ Complex messes 

¶ Learning 

¶ Development as 
emergent 
property 

Policy 
solution  
 
Policy Idea  

¶ Blueprint Approach 

¶ Structural 
adjustment / 
Washington 
Consensus 

¶ Results-based 
management 

¶ Results-based 
approaches 

¶ Process approach 

¶ Participatory 
approaches 

¶ Adaptive 
management 

¶ Adaptive 
programming 

¶ Problem-Driven 
Iterative 
Adaptation 

 Source: Author 

/Î ÔÈÅ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÉÄÅÁȟ ȰÎÅ× ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔȱ ɉ.0-Ɋ 

has been sitting in the background. NPM draws on innovations and trends in private 

sector management to make the public sector more market and performance-orientated 

(Hood, 1991; Turner, Hulme, & McCourt, 2015). NPM itself can be understood as the 

marriage of two main sets of different ideas (Hood, 1991)ȟ ÎÁÍÅÌÙ ȰÎÅ× ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÓȱ (Coase, 1937, 1960; Williamson, 1975) ÁÎÄ ȰÍÁÎÁÇÅÒÉÁÌÉÓÍȱ (Pollitt, 1990, 1993). 

From the first to second generation the public philosophy of NPM has hardly changed, 

although there is a debate on what Post-NPM reforms could be (Brinkerhoff & Brinkerhoff, 

2015), potentially also moving closer to paradigmatic ideas underlying the adaptation idea.  
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The first generation of the adaptation idea, the process approach, was built on the public 

ÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÐÁÒÁÄÉÇÍȱ (Pieterse, 1998). The alternative 

development paradigm is an umbrella term for a collection of ideas that either challenge 

mainstream development thinking or emphasise bottom -up development (McCourt, 2012) 

that stresses autonomy (Evans, 2012) and voice (Hirschman, 1970). Over time, however, 

mainstream development debates have become more nuanced and have taken up many 

criticisms of alternative development, for instance concerning participation, sustainability 

and equity (Pieterse, 1998). The second generation of the adaptation idea, therefore, still 

stresses alternatives to the perceived mainstream, but puts these notions forward as 

complementary theories. One notable addition has been a focus on complexity theory and 

systems thinking (Ramalingam, 2013).  

On the level of programmatic ideas (problem definitions), the results idea and underlying 

NPM thinking lead policy entrepreneurs to express policy problems in principal-agent 

terms. Although foreign aid is characterised by multiple principal -agent relations, the 

central focus often lies on the donor-recipient relations or the funder and implementer 

relationship. This contractual form of interaction is usually framed around problems of 

how to motivate or incentivise performance-enhancing behaviours and outcomes 

(Brinkerhoff & Brinkerhoff, 2015). An updated idea is to move beyond this binary framing 

of principal -agent (demand and supply-side reforms) toward seeing reform as collective 

action challenges. Framing reforms as collective action challenges should focus on ȰÐÅÏÐÌÅ 

ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇ ×ÁÙÓ ÏÆ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÁÃÔ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×Î ÂÅÓÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÓȱ (Booth, 2012b, p. 

11). 

The adaptation idea on the problem definition level (underpinned by the public 

philosophy of alternative development and complexity), frames development challenges 

ÁÓ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØ ȰÍÅÓÓÅÓȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÎÓÉÓÔ ÏÆ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÏÖÅÒÌÁÐÐÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓȟ ÁÌÌ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅÄ 

differently by stakeholders (Johnston, 1982). Rittel and Webber (1973) call such problems 

Ȱ×ÉÃËÅÄȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÎÓÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÅÁÓÉÌÙ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄȟ ÌÅÔ ÁÌÏÎÅ ÂÅ ÓÏÌÖÅÄ ÂÙ Á ÐÌÁÎÎÉÎÇ 

approach. Another key feature is that development is understood as an emergent property 

of complex systems, meaning that development challenges cannot be easily predicted. 

From the first to the second generation of the adaptation idea, little has changed in terms 

of the programmatic ideas and problem definitions.  
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On the level of policy solutions, the results idea of the first generation was influenced by 

principal -agent problems that are addressed by individual development organisations 

through blueprint approaches. In this context, many of the policy ideas come from results-

ÂÁÓÅÄ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÎ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ ȰÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÂÙ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅÓȱ (Drucker, 1954) or the 

ȰÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȱ (Gasper, 2000) ÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȢ ,ÁÔÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ ȰÁÉÄ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅÎÅÓÓ 

ÁÇÅÎÄÁȱ (Sjöstedt, 2013) ÏÒ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓȱ (Janus & Klingebiel, 2014) followed 

this tradition.  

The adaptation idea on the policy solutions level in the first generation included for 

ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȡ ȰÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÏÒÙ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓȱ (Thompson, 1995)ȟ ȰÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓ ÁÓ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÅØÐÅÒÉÍÅÎÔÓȱ 

(Rondinelli, 1993) ÁÎÄ ȰÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÏÒÙ ÒÕÒÁÌ ÁÐÐÒÁÉÓÁÌÓȱ (Chambers, 1994). Modern policy 

ÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÂÅÌÏÎÇÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÄÅÁ ÁÒÅ ȰÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ-driven 

ÉÔÅÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎȱ (Andrews et al., 2013)ȟ ȰÄÏÉÎÇ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÌÙȱ (Honig & 

Gulrajani, 2018)ȟ ȰÓÅÃÏÎÄ-best ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÓȱ (Rodrik, 2008) ÏÒ ȰÇÏÏÄ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅȱ 

(Grindle, 2004).  

Overall, the results and adaptation ideas have changed only slightly from the first to the 

second generation. This process fits well with a model of institutional layering, where old 

ideas are not replaced outright by new ideas but gradually shift their focus over time 

through the introduction of new ideas. In the next section, the analysis turns to how both 

ideas, results and adaptation, have interacted with each other and to what extent there 

has been integration across the three levels of ideas.  

4 Multi-level model of top-down results and bottom-up adaptation 

After seeing how institutional change unfolds across development organisations regarding 

the results and adaptation idea, the next question is why these ideas change only gradually 

across the field of development cooperation. This section applies a slightly adjusted 

version ÏÆ 3ÃÏÔÔȭÓ (2014) institutional creation and diffusion model within organisational 

fields and adds the previously introduced three levels of ideas. The main argument here is 

that the results and adaptation ideas influence institutional change through different 

mechanisms, top-down and bottom-up (McCourt, 2012; Woolcock, 1998). In this model, 

the results idea is typically  put forw ard by the veto power in charge and is diffused through 

top-down imposition  (Chambers, 2010) and processes of socialisation and sanction. The 

adaptation idea is often put forward by institutional challenges through bottom -up 

(Sanyal, 1998) invention and negotiation in a process of interpretation, innovation, trial 
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and error and learning. One concrete example of these stylised dynamics is provided by 

Yoshida and van der Walt (2018), who describe how aid organisations could promote 

education policies in development through a mix of top-down and bottom-up 

policymaking.  

Figure 2: Top-down and botto m-up mod el: results and adaptation ideas  

Source: Author 

On the most general level of ideas, the public philosophies (societal institutions) of results 

and adaption are NPM and complexity theory, which provide a broader institutional 

environment within which the m ore specific field of development cooperation operates. 

On the next level of problem definition ideas, there is a state of flux with changing 

organisations and actors carrying different problem ideas (Fejerskov, 2016) that structure 
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the organisational field 5  of development cooperation. This organisational field of 

development cooperation can be viewed as being simultaneously influenced by multiple 

problem defini tions and policy solution ideas. Examples for problem definition ideas are 

the principal -agent framing under the results idea, or the policy learning framing under 

the adaptation idea. The policy solution ideas are most relevant at the level of 

organisations, and examples here are results-based management or adaptive management 

ideas. 

Figures 2 combines these concepts in a graphical representation, which describes how the 

results idea operates through top-down channels of diffusion and imposition. In contrast, 

the adaptation idea is shared through a bottom -up process of invention and negotiation. 

Two main messages follow  from this analysis. First, results and adaptation ideas exist 

simultaneously at different levels of idea generality and across individuals, organisations, 

ÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÆÉÅÌÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÁÌ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÓȢ &ÒÏÍ 4ÈÅÌÅÎȭÓ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÇÒÁÄÕÁÌ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ 

change, we could see that results and adaptation ideas both have incrementally  changed 

through layering over time from the first to the second generation. Besides, the ideas 

interact with each other in a second process of layering. The results idea in this regard is 

the status quo idea with strong veto power. In contrast, adaptation is the idea that pushes 

for institutional change through reinterpreti ng and adding new elements to the status quo 

institution. The mechanisms of how these results and adaptation drive institutional 

change follow different paths with the results idea being top-down and the adaptation 

idea bottom-up.  

The second main message is that conceptual differences between results and adaptation 

might vary across the different ideational levels. Differences between results and 

adaptation might be exaggerated, as both ideas influence the policy fields and 

development organisations simultaneously, creating many opportunities for integration. 

For example, on the level of problem definitions, ideas are often described in absolute and 

exaggerated terms when they are contrasted against each other. Pietersee holds that 

ȰÍÁÉÎÓÔÒÅÁÍ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȱ ÉÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ȰÓÉÍÐÌÉÆÉÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÓÉÎÇÌÅȟ ÈÏÍÏÇÅÎÏÕÓ ÔÈÒÕÓÔ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ 

                                                      
5  An organisational field is understood according to scholars of sociological institutionalism, building on 

work by Pierre Bourdieu (1971, 1984) ÏÎ ÆÉÅÌÄÓȟ ÁÓ ȰÔÈÏÓÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÇÒÅÇÁÔÅȟ ÃÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅ Á 
ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÚÅÄ ÁÒÅÁ ÏÆ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÌÉÆÅȱ (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991, p. 64) highlighting the totality of actors and 
the dynamic relationships among them (DiMaggio, 1979, p. 1463; Scott, 2014, p. 221). The organisational 
field of development cooperation can be characterised by three characteristics: object around which the 
field constitutes itself (in this case foreign aid and ideas), power relations among actors (here development 
actors), and norms and rules (aid standards) (Vetterlein & Moschella, 2014). 
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ÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÄÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙȟ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÁÄÁÐÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÒÅ ÕÎÄÅÒÅÓÔÉÍÁÔÅÄȱ (1998, 

p. 347). There are many ways of how the results and adaptation ideas influence each other. 

These connections tend to be overlooked when both ideas are framed in dualistic 

opposition. 

Another factor is the general dynamic that drives development actors towards 

homogenisation ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÅÌÄ ÏÆ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎȢ -ÏÓÓÅ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÐÏÌÉÃÙ 

discourse among international donors strives to ensure that practices are rendered 

ÃÏÈÅÒÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ Á ÓÉÎÇÌÅ ÏÖÅÒÁÒÃÈÉÎÇ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËȱ (2004, p. 665), which can lower the 

diversity of approaches and override multiplicity of rationalities and values. Further, 

ȰÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅÓ ÍÏÂÉÌÉÚÉÎÇ ÍÅÔÁÐÈÏÒÓ ɉȬÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎȭȟ ȬÐÁÒÔÎÅÒÓÈÉÐȭȟ 

ȬÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅȭȟ ȬÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȭɊ ×ÈÏÓÅ ÖÁÇÕÅÎÅÓÓȟ ÁÍÂÉÇÕÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÕÁÌ ÐÒÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ 

is required to conceal ideological differences, to allow compromise and the enrolment of 

different interests, to build coalitions, to distribute agency and to multiply criteria of 

ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓȱ (Mosse, 2004, p. 663). A certain level of vagueness on the 

level of paradigmatic and programmatic ideas, therefore, can lead to overlaps between 

results and adaptation. 

The main reason why the results idea is dominant in bureaucracies comes from results 

being closely linked with maintaining self-interest (political and economic). One 

institutional economic explanation for the continued existence of aid organisations is that 

they reduce transaction costs and mediate between the interests of donors and recipients 

(Martens, 2005). In this context, the results idea allows for more control of the donor 

country over its assistance, which leads to the perpetuation of the results idea as the ruling 

status quo in the practice of development cooperation (Blunt, Turner, & Hertz, 2011). A 

scenario where the adaptation idea becomes the dominant idea in development practice 

is currently unlikely. Few donor organisations can hope to retain their budget allocations 

by stating that they are experimenting, and thus are unable to specify objectives, 

timetables, and resource needs or meet domestic accountability requirements 

(Brinkerhoff & Ingle, 1989).  

On the level of policy ideas, the overlaps are more significant than on the level of 

programmatic ideas. Some development policies may feature a planned and enforced 

results measurement and monitoring framework, while simultaneously embracing 

adaptation and flexibility. Many times, both the results and the adaptive development 
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interventions stress the importance of learning and generating new knowledge. Further, 

both ideas encourage innovation in this process and allow for ownership to be with the 

implementing actor of a given intervention.  

5 Case studies: results-based approaches and adaptive programming 

In this section, two main aid modalities associated with results and adaptation are 

explored by applying the model of gradual change. TÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓȱ 

is selected to illustrate the gradual change and diffusion of a results idea that has been 

taken up by main actors in the field of development cooperation. The idea of ȰÁÄÁÐÔÉÖÅ 

ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÍÉÎÇȱ is chosen to illustrate the same process of gradual change and diffusion of 

an adaptation idea that also has been taken up by key actors in development cooperation. 

For each illustrative case, the analysis sketches how modern iterations of the idea have 

emerged through institutional layering and how each idea on the level of policy solutions 

is grounded within  broader problem definition ideas and public philosophies. Finally, the 

paper demonstrates that even though results-based approaches and adaptive management 

are diffused through different mechanisms, top-down imposition or bottom -up 

negotiation, they ultimately overlap in many ways and demonstrate the potential for 

integration.  

5.1. Results-based approaches  

In traditional aid approaches, aid allocations depend on the number of inputs needed to 

finance the desired results. Results-based approaches differ in this respect, as payments 

are only made after specific predefined actions have been taken or results (outputs or 

outcomes) have been delivered. There are various definitions of results-based approaches 

under different labels, such as Cash on Delivery Aid (Centre for Global Development) 

(Birdsall, Savedoff, Mahgoub, & Vyborny, 2010), Payment by Results (DfID) and Program 

for Results (World Bank) for instance. 

On the level of underlying public philosophies and programmatic ideas, the policy 

solution idea of results-based approaches is mainly based on NPM and principal -agent 

theory. Also, the theory of conditionality is another key underlying programmatic idea, 

which demonstrates how modern results-based aid has already gradually changed since it 

was first introduced. The first generation of conditionality was aimed at macro-level 

economic policy reforms, for instance, through market liberalisation as promoted by the 



73 

 

World Bank and International Monetary Fund through structural adjustment 

programmes (Stokke, 2013). However, money was disbursed ex-ante and governments 

often only committed to undertaking reforms but never actually implemented these 

(Collier & Dollar, 2002; Killick, 2004; Temple, 2010). Second-generation conditionality is 

more closely related to political conditions and micro-level measures for improving social 

and economic outcomes, often including ex-post conditionality (Booth, 2012a; Svensson, 

2003). Here, donors switched from disbursing against pre-specified menus of policy 

changes to the allocation of aid based on verified ex-post development results.  

The diffusion mechanism for the idea of results-based approaches in the field of 

development cooperation follows the model of top-down imposition. The first 

government to introduce results-based approaches in bilateral aid was the UK, which at 

the time had a newly elected Conservative-Liberal government that promoted the idea of 

value for money and the results agenda across all government departments. In 2014, the 

UK Department for International Development (Df )$Ɋ ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ Á ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÏÎ ȰÐÁÙÍÅÎÔ 

ÂÙ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȱȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÌÉÓÔÅÄ άΫ ÏÎgoing outcomes-based programmes and 17 more outcome-

based Payment by Results (PbR) programmes at the planning stage across a wide variety 

of countries and sectors. A report by the UK's National Audit Office (NAO, 2015) estimated 

that since 2009 GBP 2.2 billion for the DFID payment by results programmes had been 

approved. 

The central international organisation promoting results -based approaches, the World 

Bank, also rolled out a new financing instrument, the Program for Results, in a top-down 

manner that was driven by their management. In 2019, the World Bank reported 108 

Programme for Results operations totalling USD 30.25 billion (World Bank, 2019). The 

ÅØÐÁÎÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎËȭÓ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ-based approach was partly driven by developing 

country demand (Cormier, 2016), yet it is also a way for the Bank to move comparatively 

large amounts of funding with less bureaucratic processes (for instance safeguards), 

particularly when developing countries are in charge of verifying the results themselves 

(O'Brien & Kanbur, 2014). 

Results-based approaches have gradually changed through top-down diffusion, and today 

there are several elements of adaptation that have influenced the implementation of 

results-based policies in a bottom-up fashion. On the level of public philosophies, there 

has been a shift from NPM towards post-NPM approaches that already address some of 
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the criticisms of traditional NPM. For example, the Cash on Delivery (Birdsall et al., 2010) 

model explicitly aims to accelerate innovation by creating more room for experimentation 

and learning. In addition, many pilot programmes of results-based approaches have not 

been implemented as originally planned. Case studies (Holzapfel & Janus, 2015; Janus & 

Klingebiel, 2014) show that revisions to programme design typically occur throughout the 

implementation process.  

Current results-based approaches vary along with a long list of dimensions (indicators, 

time-frame, incentivised actors, sectors), making it difficult to analyse them as one 

coherent aid modality. Clist (2018)ȟ ÆÏÒ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅȟ ÄÉÖÉÄÅÓ ȰÐÁÙÍÅÎÔ ÂÙ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȱ ɉ0Â2Ɋ ÐÉÌÏÔÓȟ 

ÉÎÔÏ Ô×Ï ÃÁÔÅÇÏÒÉÅÓȡ Ȱ"ÉÇ 0Â2ȱ ÁÎÄ Ȱ3ÍÁÌÌ 0Â2ȱȢ "ÉÇ 0Â2 ÉÓ ÁÎ ÉÄÅÁÌ-type implementation 

of the results idea that is characterised by high-quality indicators for relevant development 

results, long programme durations, significant levels of funding and an empowered 

implementing entity. Yet, Clist mentions that Big PbR does not exist in practice so far 

because donors cannot credibly withhold aid and commit to long-term consistent and 

predictable support. Instead, current results-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓ ÁÒÅ Ȱ3ÍÁÌÌ 0Â2Óȱȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

are conventional development projects that include some results-based components. 

Small PbRs tend to be less demanding for donors than big PbR because they allow shorter 

time frames and less ambitious results measurement.  

Other mapping exercises of results-based approaches (Holzapfel & Janus, 2015; Janus & 

Holzapfel, 2016) confirm that they are typically introduced alongside existing 

development interventions in rather gradual ways. The diverse and gradual character of 

results-based approaches, therefore, underlines the potential for integratio n of results and 

adaptation ideas. 

5.2. Adaptive management approaches 

Adaptive management approaches, similar to results-based approaches, is an umbrella 

term for a variety of development ideas that share common traits, such as being flexible 

and paying attention to context. One specific and more formalised adaptive management 

ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÉÓ ȰÁÄÁÐÔÉÖÅ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÍÉÎÇȱ (Valters, Cummings, & Nixon, 2016), which is 

ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÅÄ ÁÓ ÐÌÁÃÉÎÇ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÎ ȰÄÅÓÉÇÎing and implementing development 

support through processes of learning by doing, continually testing and adapting 

ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÍÅ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÌÉÖÅÒÙȱ (Derbyshire & Donovan, 2016). First pilots of 

adaptive programming have been developed by the UK DFID, USAID and the World Bank. 
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Interestingly, these are the same actors who pushed forward the debate on results-based 

approaches.  

The underlying public philosophy of adaptive programming is alternative development, 

complexity theory and systems thinking. On the level of problem definitions, development 

problems in adaptive programming have to be identified first through a process of 

learning, often in an extensive and repeated process. On the level of policy solutions, 

adaptive programming is characterised by an extended design process that continues 

throughout the implementation of a given intervention. Regarding the mechanism of 

diffusion, the idea of adaptive programming follows a bottom-up direction, as most of the 

proponents are practitioners in development cooperation, who are critical of mainstream 

or traditional development approaches and want to find alternative ways of implementing 

development interventions. Hence, the development of the idea of adaptive programming 

has not been imposed but emerged through invention and negotiation. This process, 

however, was strongly supported by scholars and experts, who have been publishing 

accompanying research (Andrews et al., 2013; Valters et al., 2016). 

Although adaptive programming follows the bottom -up direction of diffusion, there also 

has been significant support from the leadership of DFID, USAID and the World Bank. As 

a policy solution idea, adaptive programming features still conforms to headquarter 

guidelines regarding the basic structure of the development project, and even reports on 

value for money of the intervention. First pilot projects also feature accountability of a 

given project towards the donor, a results framework and fixed budget allocation that need 

to be fully spent each year (Derbyshire & Donovan, 2016). Another characteristic of 

ÁÄÁÐÔÉÖÅ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÍÉÎÇ ÉÓ ȰÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÔial ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇȱȟ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ 

disaggregating and analysing data on inputs, activitie s and outputs chosen to be collected 

by the project to draw intermediate lessons that can then be fed back into project design 

during the course of the ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÃÙÃÌÅȱ (Pritchett, Samji, & Hammer, 2013, p. 24). This 

feature of adaptive programming represents only a slight modification of the traditional 

project cycle and the monitoring and evaluation process.  

Overall, adaptive programming, therefore, represents a real innovation in the design of 

development interventions that effectively highlights flexibility, learning and atte ntion to 

context in implementati on. Yet, adaptive programming is being piloted within existing 
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structures of development organisations that are dominated by top-down accountability 

and the project management cycle.  

A critical  point regarding results-based approaches and adaptive programming is that 

their respective value will depend on the specific context of a given intervention. Research 

by Honig (2015) ÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÏÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÄÁÐÔÉÖÅ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÍÅÓȟ ÏÒ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÃÁÌÌÓ Ȱ.ÁÖÉÇÁÔÉÏÎ Ây 

ÊÕÄÇÅÍÅÎÔȱȟ ÁÒÅ ÓÕÐÅÒÉÏÒ ÉÎ ÕÎÐÒÅÄÉÃÔable and uncertain environments. In contrast, the 

ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÉÄÅÁ ɉȰ.ÁÖÉÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÙ -ÅÁÓÕÒÅÍÅÎÔȱɊ ÉÓ Á good strategy for environments, where 

desired outcomes are known, observable and contractible. Similarly, the respective actors 

involved are crucial for determining which type of intervention will be suitable, results -

based or adaptive. For example, there is evidence that results-based approaches are less 

suitable for smaller civil society organisations, whereas civil society organisations play a 

vital  role in some adaptive programming pilots (Christie & Green, 2018; Derbyshire & 

Donovan, 2016). 

Indeed, there is not one ideal type of development intervention, whether it is results-based 

or adaptive, and the specific task should inform the choice of a policy solution at hand, 

the actors involved and their broader environment. This analysis, however, indicates that 

results and adaptation ideas are neither binary nor mutually exclusive at the level of policy 

solutions. Instead, existing programmes, whether they are labelled as results-based or 

adaptive, indicate that both approaches overlap in practice. This argument is supported 

by the fact that prominent pilot interventions in adaptive programming can be results-

based approaches at the same time. A DFID Payment by Results pilot in the water sector 

Tanzania features an adaptive programming approach to drive improvements in data and 

information management systems (Brown, Kwezi, & Mutazamba, 2018). The World Bank 

has introduced adaptive programming with its Program for Results operations in Nigeria 

(Bridges & Woolcock, 2019) and Mozambique (Andrews, McNaught, & Samji, 2018).  

Overall, the results and adaptation ideas have potentially contradicting underlying 

problem definitions  ideas and public philosophies. These differences can be integrated at 

the policy solution level though, and within the design of concrete development 

interventions. However, the detailed interaction of both results and adaptation idea within 

a given development intervention is generally not highlighted in project documents 

because policy entrepreneurs frame pilot projects as either being results-based or 

adaptive. As a result, existing results-based and adaptive programmes might already be 

closer to what previous authors ÈÁÖÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÄ ÆÌÅØÉÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ ÏÒ Á ȰÈÙÂÒÉÄ ÍÏÄÅÌȱ 
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already. At the same time, there exists an untapped potential for studying the interaction 

of results and adaptation ideas within existing interventions.  

6 Conclusion 

This paper has explained how the ideas of results and adaptation have changed gradually 

over the last decades in development discourse. Although  there have been slight 

adjustments and additions to each idea from the first to the second generation, the 

underlying public philosophies and programmatic ideas that frame how political actors 

view development problems have changed little. On the level of policy solutions, however, 

there has been more and quicker change through the introduction of new policy ideas, 

such as results-based approaches and adaptive programming.  

The main reason for the gradual change can be explained through institutional layering. 

The idea of results has firmly occupied the status quo position and was able to exercise 

enough veto power to prevent alternative policy paradigms from emerging. Nevertheless, 

there has been institutional change coming from bottom -up adaptation ideas that lead to 

an updating and adjustment of the status quo results idea. In addition, the multi-level 

model of institutional change has shown that results and adaptation ideas constantly 

interact across the different ideational levels and within development organisations, albeit 

through different channels: top-down and bottom-up.  

The examples of results-based approaches and adaptive programming confirm the two 

processes of institutional change: gradual change through layering and interaction 

between results and adaptation across different ideational levels. The main result of this 

analysis is that proponents of the results or the adaptation idea might either exaggerate 

their claims or overlook some key features of their favoured approach. Policy 

entrepreneurs emphasise the distinctions between results and adaptation on the level of 

programmatic ideas to frame policy problems in specific ways that lead to a more limited 

number of problem solutions. Meanwhile, the reality of how ideas of results and 

adaptation are being implemented is already closer to what authors have called 

ȰÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÄ ÆÌÅØÉÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÈÙÂÒÉÄ ÍÏÄÅÌȱȢ (ÅÎÃÅȟ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔÓ ÏÆ ÈÙÂÒÉÄÉty between 

results and adaptation might provide a better starting point for debates on improving the 
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management of development interventions through analysing the integration of both 

ideas at the policy solution level.  

As demonstrated in this paper, focusing on ideas and combining ideational analysis with 

institutional analysis can help to clarify the discursive background of current policy 

debates and is able to produce insights into how policy ideas are turned into political 

outcomes through development organisations. Further research is needed that goes 

beyond the theoretical level and applies these theories to empirical cases. Studying the 

interaction of specific results and adaptation policy ideas is also promising regarding 

further unpacking the black box of development policymaking. Especially process tracing 

(Jacobs, 2013) as a methodology and case study analysis is needed to uncover the processes 

and mechanisms whereby ideas spread, evolve and translate into practice. Beyond the two 

specific ideas of results and adaptation, little research has been applied to understanding 

how other ideas in development discourse emerge and how they combine with existing 

institutions to shape political outcomes. The potential application of this ideational and 

institutional perspective , therefore, extends to other current debates in development and 

provides an opportunity to develop a deeper and more nuanced understanding of how 

ideas become policies in development cooperation, and how this, in turn , might affect 

politics across different countries.  
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Abstract  

This paper analyses development discourse on foreign aid, including on the role of China, 

to explore areas of convergence between OECD Development Assistance Committee 

(DAC) donors and Chinese ideas of development cooperation. The analysis applies the 

ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȰÃÏÁÌÉÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÇÎÅÔÓȱȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÉÄÅÁ ÔÏ ÁÐÐÅÁÌ ÔÏ Á ÄÉÖÅÒÓÅ ÓÅÔ ÏÆ 

individuals and groups, and to be used strategically by policy entrepreneurs to frame 

interests, mobilise support, and build coalitions. Three specific coalition magnets are 

identified: mutual benefit, development results, and the 2030 Agenda. For each of these 

ÃÏÁÌÉÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÇÎÅÔÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ $!# ÄÏÎÏÒȭÓ ÁÎÄ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ 

engagement in development cooperation is explored. The paper finds that coalition 

magnets can be used to direct  political change, and the findings are contextualised in 

current development discourse. The analysis concludes that applying a discursive 

approach to the field of international development cooperation provides a new conceptual 

opportunity for fostering closer engagement between OECD DAC and Chinese 

development cooperation actors. 
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1 Introduction  

#ÈÉÎÁȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ level of engagement on the international 

stage have spurred an ÉÎÔÅÎÓÅ ÄÅÂÁÔÅ ÏÖÅÒ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ ÒÏÌÅ ÁÓ Á ÒÉÓÉÎÇ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÉÎ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ 

cooperation. Academic literature has painted a nuanced picture of Chinese foreign aid, such 

as defining (Bräutigam, 2011; Grimm, Rank, Schickerling, & McDonald, 2011; Li Xiaoyun, 

2012), tracking (Kitano & Harada, 2016), and assessing the allocation and effects of Chinese 

foreign aid (Strange, Dreher, Fuchs, Parks, & Tierney, 2017). One dominating theme across 

this literature is a focus on the differences between Chinese and OECD development 

cooperation and the development cooperation of members of the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 6. For instance, China does not define 

ÁÎÄ ÁÓÓÅÓÓ ÉÔÓ ÁÉÄ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ /%#$ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ !ÓÓÉÓÔÁÎÃÅ #ÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÅȭÓ ɉ$!#Ɋ 

definition of official development assistance (ODA) (Bräutigam, 2011).  

China is usually portrayed as a challenger to the DAC donors and an alternative model 

(Hackenesch, 2013; Kragelund, 2015; Woods, 2008; Zhang, Gu, & Chen, 2015). Debates on 

Chinese development cooperation also tend to be embedded in comparisons between DAC 

ÄÏÎÏÒÓ ÁÎÄ ȰÅÍÅÒÇÉÎÇ ÄÏÎÏÒÓȱȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ "ÒÁÚÉÌȟ )ÎÄÉÁȟ 3ÏÕÔÈ !ÆÒÉÃÁ ÁÎÄ #ÈÉÎÁ (Chin & Quadir, 

2012; Li & Carey, 2014; Rowlands, 2012). This literature assesses whether OECD DAC and 

non-DAC donors such as China converge or diverge in terms of rhetoric, motives, norms 

(Reilly, 2012), conditionality, thematic focus, institutional structures (Sidiropoulos, Pineda, 

Chaturvedi, & Fues, 2015), and modalities (Vazquez, Xiaojin, & Yao, 2016). Typically, these 

studies focus on explaining the operational and political differences between Chinese and 

OECD DAC aid, and often conclude that they are mostly irreconcilable.  

Despite long-standing differences between China and OECD donors, however, there has 

been a growing overlap between the aid activities of China and DAC donors across several 

areas of cooperation in recent years. On the one hand, OECD donors have increasingly 

pursued their national interests in development cooperation (Gulrajani, 2017; Mawdsley, 

2017). On the other hand, China has initiated a big push on global development. Most 

ÎÏÔÁÂÌÙȟ #ÈÉÎÁ ÈÁÓ ÌÁÕÎÃÈÅÄ ÔÈÅ ȰBelt and Roadȱ )ÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅ (Jones & Zeng, 2019), also known 

ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ 3ÉÌË 2ÏÁÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ άΫÓÔ #ÅÎÔÕÒÙȱȟ ÍÁÓÓÉÖÅÌÙ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÐÒÏÆÉÌÅ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ 

Asia and Africa (Chun, 2017). Moreover, China has stepped up its engagement in 

                                                      
6  4ÈÅ ÔÅÒÍÓ Ȱ/%#$ ÄÏÎÏÒÓȱ ÁÎÄ Ȱ$!# ÄÏÎÏÒÓȱ ÁÒÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ έΪ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ ÍÅÍÂÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

OECD Development Assistance Committee and report their aid according to the official development 
assistance definition. Both terms are used interchangeably throughout this paper. 
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multilateralism. During its G -20 presidency in 2018, China championed the implementation 

of the 2030 Agenda, linking G-20 and UN activities. China backs two new multilateral 

institutions, ÔÈÅ .Å× $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ "ÁÎË ɉȰ"2)#3 [Brazil, Russia, India, China] ÂÁÎËȱɊ ÁÎÄ 

the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) (Johnston, 2019). Based on these 

ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ level of international engagement and the related 

literature on Chinese foreign aid, this paper analyses potential areas of convergence between 

China and other international actors.  

As a deliberate choice and in contrast to other academic literature, this analysis does not 

emphasise the differences between China and OECD DAC donors but focuses on the 

ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȰÉÄÅÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÇÅÎÃÅȱ (Bickerton, Hodson, & Puetter, 2015; Radaelli, 2006). 

Ideational convergence is defined as the extent to which ideas held by different development 

actors become more similar over time. Three main reasons are put forward for th is approach. 

First, there is need to unpack convergence in the literature, as most research focuses on the 

differences between China and other actors. In particular, there is an increasing level of 

convergence of Chinese and OECD DAC donors regarding international development that 

current political theories do not fully explain. Second, even within broad areas of 

convergence, there are nuanced differences that our analysis will reveal. Third, for normative 

reasons, we believe that an increased understanding of convergence is needed to foster 

cooperation among different global development actors.  

In addition, the analysis focuses on international development discourse 7  and the 

importance of ideas for determining political outcomes, following a constructivist  approach 

to international relations. The analysis emphasises the role of discourse, capturing both 

ideas and the interactive process by which ideas are conveyed because discourse can help to 

explain how specific policies and initiatives are adopted, and why political change occurs 

(Schmidt, 2008). When viewing international development as a policy field, ideas are crucial 

for coordinated action by helping to organise coalitions around the shared goals and 

identities of different actors (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012; Yanguas, 2017). Although  ÔÈÅ ȰÔÕÒÎ 

                                                      
7  )Î ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅȱ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÄÉÓÃÕÒÓÉÖÅ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÍȟ ȰÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅȱ ÉÓ 

understood according to Apthorpe and Des Gasper (2014) ×ÈÏ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ȰÁÓ Á ÆÉÅÌÄ 
lacks clear boundaries, since development and development studies have none either, and further that the 
ÔÙÐÅÓ ÏÆ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÏÎÅ ÔÙÐÅȱ ɉÐȢ ΫΰβɊȢ )Î ÔÏÔÁÌȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÉÁÔÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÆÉÖÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ 
ÍÁÊÏÒ ÕÓÅÓ ÏÆ ȰÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅȱȟ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ×ÈÉÃÈ ȰÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÏÆ 
ÌÅÁÄÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÄÏÎÏÒÓȱ are closest to the interest of this analysis. 
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ÔÏ ÉÄÅÁÓȱ ɉ3ÃÈÍÉÄÔȟ άΪΪβɊ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÏÎÇÏÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅ ÌÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅȟ ÆÅ× of these 

theories have been applied to Chinese foreign engagement (Wang & Blyth, 2013).  

For China as a development actor, a focus on ideas makes sense because ideas formulated 

ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȭÓ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐ ÁÒÅ ÔÈe cornerstone of its policymaking, including for Chinese 

foreign aid. At the same time, policymaking in China is often characterised as a gradual, 

experimental and adaptive process (Ang, 2016; Qian, 2017). The paper, therefore, investigates 

whether the meaning of ideas and their interpretation change over time, especially in the 

Chinese policy discourse on foreign aid (Varrall, 2013; Zhang et al., 2015). The key research 

question for this paper is: How can the convergence of ideas in international development 

cooperation be conceptualised, and which specific ideas indicate a convergence on 

development thinking between China and OECD donors?  

This analysis is structured in four parts. First, the theoretical background on ideas and 

institutions for explai ÎÉÎÇ #ÈÉÎÅÓÅ ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎ ÁÉÄ ÉÓ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅÄȢ .ÅØÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȰÃÏÁÌÉÔÉÏÎ 

ÍÁÇÎÅÔÓȱ ÉÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ, and the analytical framework is laid out. Third, three coalition magnets 

are identified: mutual benefit, development results and the 2030 Agenda. For each of these 

coalition magnets, the paper explores the potential of fostering joint OECD DAC and 

Chinese engagement in development cooperation. In the final part, the findings are 

contextualised in current development discourse and conclusions are drawn.  

The paper relies mainly on desk research with a focus on academic and policy literature from 

OECD countries and China as well as 22 interviews conducted in China with foreign aid 

experts in September to October 2017 (Annex). Moreover, a wide range of official and 

unofficial sources was consulted to understand how development cooperation discourse is 

expressed, particularly in contemporary Chinese elite discourse. Official documents and 

grey literature are a vital source for examining how Chinese elites are interpreting and 

elaborating on official Chinese government narratives, and how they seek to portray such 

narratives to domestic and foreign audiences. 

2 Theoretical background: analysing Chinaõs rise through ideas and institutions  

Chinese foreign policy has changed radically in recent years. Deng Xiaoping had 

ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÅÄ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÁÓ ȰÔÁÏÇÕÁng yanghui, yousuo zuoweiȱ 

(keeping a low profile while trying to accomplish something) because of the radical shifts 

in the international order after the co llapse of the Soviet Union in the 1990s (Lee, 2016; 
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Wang, 2014). The US had become the global superpower, and China did not want to 

ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅ ÔÈÅÍȟ ÁÎÄ ÎÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÔÏÏË ÏÎ Á ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌ 3ÏÕÔÈȱȢ )Î Ôhe past 

two decades, Chinese leaders Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao followed this policy of 

ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎÉÎÇ Á ÌÏ× ÐÒÏÆÉÌÅ ÉÎ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÍÁÉÎÌÙ ÃÏÎÃÅÎÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÏÎ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ 

economic growth (Lee, 2016). With Chinese leader Xi Jinping, however, the world has 

witnessed a massive expansion of Chinese engagement abroad. Contrary to his 

predecessors, Xi Jinping ÕÓÅÓ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁ 0ÁÔÈȱ ÏÒ Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁ $ÒÅÁÍȱ (Sørensen, 

2015)ÔÏ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔ ȰÁ ÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÃÁÐÁÂÌÅ ÏÆ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐ ÁÎÄ ÏÆ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÉÎÇ ÁÎ 

alternative model of governance that sets China apart from market-led capitalism or 

ÌÉÂÅÒÁÌ ÄÅÍÏÃÒÁÃÙȱ (Shi-Kupfer, Ohlberg, Lang, & Lang, 2017, p. 9). 

International relations theories analysing ÔÈÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÉÎ #ÈÉÎÁȭs international efforts, 

including forei gn aid, often focus on national interest as the main driver. Typically 

pursuing national interest within an anarchic system of sovereign, bounded nation-states 

ÍÅÁÎÓ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÔÏ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÔÁÔÅÓȟ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÈÁÒÄ ÏÒ ȰÓÏÆÔ ÐÏ×ÅÒȱ 

(Ding, 2010; Nye, 2004). Cooperation between China and other actors in this context is 

viewed as being driven purely by the pursuit of material self-interest and eventually 

leading to conflict (Allison, 2017; Gilpin, 1983; Mearsheimer, 2010). Still , these theories are 

insufficient to fully explain the rapid expansion of - and the changes in - Chinese 

development cooperation.  

For instance, soft power has limitations, both as a deliberate Chinese political strategy as 

well as an analytical lens. First, soft power is often used as an empty catch-all term with 

little analytical precision neglecting the nuances of international engagement (Rawnsley, 

2016). Second, soft power requires a specific context, such as a common rule-governed 

institutional setting and the presence of underlying mutual interest, in ord er to be utilised 

effectively as an explanatory factor (Kearn Jr, 2008)Ȣ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎ 

policy, however, still targets a domestic audience and does not resonate abroad, leading 

to a limited success of its soft power strategies (Gill & Huang, 2006; Lee, 2016; Shambaugh, 

2015) 

Moreover, Chinese efforts to protect global public goods such as the Paris Agreement, the 

Iran nuclear deal, or the global free trade regime cannot be solely explained as a strategy 

to expand power at the expense of other countries. Ideas of enlightened self-interest or 

global cooperation could provide a complementary explanation that has yet to be studied 
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in greater detail (Anand, 2004; Kaul, Grungberg, & Stern, 1999; Kenny, Snyder, & Patel, 

2018). Thus, applying an ideational framework to assesses the power of ideas to form 

coalitions of political actors may help to explain the increased level of Chinese engagement 

in foreign aid. Another argument for applying an ÉÄÅÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ ÓÔÕÄÙ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ 

foreign engagement is the role of ideas in its policymaking. As an authoritarian one-party 

state, ideas and discourses in China are critical  factors in determining polit ical outcomes. 

Those presenting ideas in the Chinese academic literature often react to changes in the 

official policies ÏÆ ÔÈÅ #ÈÉÎÅÓÅ #ÏÍÍÕÎÉÓÔ 0ÁÒÔÙȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅÓ ×ÈÁÔ ȰÃÏÒÒÅÃÔ ÉÄÅÁÓȱ 

are (Chin, Pearson, & Yong, 2013).  

/ÕÒ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÂÕÉÌÄÓ ÏÎ ȰÄÉÓÃÕÒÓÉÖÅ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÍȱ (Schmidt, 2008, 2010), which is 

complementary to the new institutionalist approaches of historical institutionalism , 

rational choice institutionalism  and sociological institutionalism. A major criticism 

against rational choice institutionalism, historical institutionalism and sociological 

institutionalism has been that institutions have become overly deterministic and agents 

ÈÁÖÅ ÌÁÒÇÅÌÙ ÆÉØÅÄ ÐÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÅ ÆÉØÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÎÏÒÍÓȢ (ÁÙ ÁÒÇÕÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÁÃÔÏÒÓ ÁÓ ÄÒÉÖÅÎ 

either by utility maximization in an institutionalized game scenario (rational  choice 

institutionalism) or by institutionalized norms and cultural conventions 

(normative/sociological institutionalism) or, indeed, both (historical institutionalism), are 

unlikely to offer much analytical purchase on questions of complex post-formative 

ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȱ (2009, p. 6). Instead, these theories provide a more suitable 

explanation of path-dependent institutional change.  

Discursive institutionalism moves away from this static perspective of viewing institutions 

as largely constraining rules that are external to the actors. Instead, discursive 

institutionalism defines institutions as being simultaneously given (the context within 

which agents think, speak and act) as well as ÃÏÎÔÉÎÇÅÎÔ ɉÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÏÆ ÁÇÅÎÔÓȭ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓȟ 

words, and actions) (Schmidt, 2008, p. 314). Institutions are, therefore, internal to the 

actors and serve both as structures that constrain behaviour and as constructs created and 

changed by those actors (Schmidt, 2008, p. 314). Actors then engage through ideas and 

discourse with these institutions to maintain or change institu tional outcomes or policies 

(Béland, 2005). For the Chinese context, this discursive institutionalist approach offers a 

complementary perspective to the dominant rational -choice heavy literature and explains 

how Chinese political behaviour and policymaking outcomes are driven by ideas rather 

than solely by self-interest (Campbell, 2002).  
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Ideas themselves are increasingly crucial for understanding the processes of political 

change. In this paper, ideas are defined as causal beliefs about economic, social and 

political phenomena (Béland & Cox, 2016). Ideas are cognitive products, meaning that they 

are interpretations of the material world in the mind, and ideas posit relationships (formal 

and informal) between things and events and they are guides (causes) for actions (Béland 

& Cox, 2010, pp. 3-4). Institutions, are understood ÁÓ ȰÃÁÒÒÉÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÉÄÅÁÓȱ ÏÒ ȰÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ 

ÍÅÍÏÒÉÅÓȱ following Schmidt (2011). Power8 , is understood as the ability to shape 

outcomes and reach particular goals (Béland & Cox, 2016; Morriss, 2006), which includes 

the dimension of ideational power (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016). Power is a critical  factor 

in this process of discourse when actors promote specific ideas at the expense of other 

ideas. Ideas and power can interact in various ways, for example, through discourse.  

For the analysis, the focus is on ideas that can serve as vehicles for collective action and 

coalition building, and the role of policy entrepreneurs to use framing processes to 

ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅȢ 0ÏÌÉÃÙ ÅÎÔÒÅÐÒÅÎÅÕÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÂÒÏÁÄÌÙ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÐÅÏÐÌÅ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ ×ÉÌÌÉÎÇ 

to invest resources of various kinds in hopes of a future return in the form of policies they 

ÆÁÖÏÕÒȱ (Kingdon, 1984, p. 143). These policy entrepreneurs could be political leaders, 

elected officials, party members, policy-makers, the media, interest groups, public 

intel lectuals, opinion-makers, social movements or ordinary people. Policy entrepreneurs 

use strategic framing, a process by which actors use their ideas and their power to 

influence discourse (Béland & Cox, 2016, p. 432). They use their power to build foundations 

for a broader acceptance of their ideas and connect their ideas to important values, striving 

to persuade each other of the validity of their ideas and can achieve political change 

through coalition magnet ideas (Béland & Cox, 2016, p. 432). 

3 Analytical framework: ideas as coalition magnets 

This papers adopts an ideational framework developed by Béland and Cox (2016), who 

argue that one significant way in which ideas shape political power relations is through 

ÔÈÅÉÒ ÒÏÌÅ ÁÓ ȰÃÏÁÌÉÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÇÎÅÔsȱȟ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÉÄÅÁ ÔÏ ÁÐÐÅÁÌ ÔÏ Á ÄÉÖÅÒÓÅ 

set of individuals and groups, and to be used strategically by policy entrepreneurs.  

                                                      
8  For a more detailed analysis of power, including ideational power, see: (Blyth, 2016; Carstensen & Schmidt, 

2016; Parsons, 2016; Widmaier, 2016).  



90 

Béland and Cox (2016) highlight two main characteristics of an idea that makes it attractive 

for policy entrepreneurs to employ as a coalition magnet. First, ambiguous and polysemic 

ideas that appeal to a range of heterogeneous actors for different reasons have a strong 

potential for becoming coalition magnets. The broader the idea, the easier it is for policy 

entrepreneurs to bring different constituencies together and transcend political divisions. 

Clearly defined and narrow ideas are less suited. Second, to be suitable coalition magnet, 

ideas need to be valent, meaning that they evoke emotional reactions that can be positive 

or negative and have or low or high intensity. Particularly ideas with a positive and high-

intensity valence are likely to have strong coalition-building potential.  

Once policy entrepreneurs determine to use a specific idea as a coalition magnet, they 

seek to create a new language that is unfamiliar to actors in a given policy debate, or they 

use existing language in a new and unfamiliar way. Next, key actors in the policy debate 

with decision-making authority need to embrace the idea and grant legitimacy to the given 

policy preference. Finally, different actors whose perceived interests had previously placed 

them at odds, need to engage jointly with the particular issue in a new way. Alternatively, 

actors that had previously not been engaged in a given issue need to do so. When these 

circumstances are in place, Béland and Cox (2016) argue that an idea can become a 

coalition magnet that policy entrepreneurs use to alter power relations and political 

outcomes. As an example of ÃÏÁÌÉÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÇÎÅÔ ÉÄÅÁÓȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁÓ ȰÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȱȟ 

ȰÓÏÌÉÄÁÒÉÔÙȱ, ÁÎÄ ȰÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÉÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎȱȢ  

The paper applies this framework to three ideas in international development cooperation 

- mutual benefit, development results and the 2030 Agenda - to assess their potential as 

coalition magnets (Table 2). In the analysis, the ambiguity and valence of the idea are 

assessed first , then the analysis shifts to which actors embrace the idea to grant it 

legitimacy, before turning to the question of whether policy entrepreneurs are already 

using the idea as a coalition magnet. In particular, the interest of this paper lies in ideas 

that might exhibit different degrees of convergence between Chinese and OECD DAC 

development actors.  

However, coalitions may be fragile after the agenda-setting stage, especially regarding 

implementation or other post -agenda-setting stages of the policy cycle (Howlett, Ramesh, 

& Perl, 2009; Sharma & Daugbjerg, 2019). Ultimately,  coalition magnets can also become 

ȰÅÍÐÔÙ ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÅÒÓȱ (Laclau, 1996), ideas that bring disparate people together in a common 

cause but otherwise have no attachment to precise content. Still, coalition magnet ideas 
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ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÁÓÓÕÍÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÆÌÏÁÔ ÆÒÅÅÌÙȱ ÂÕÔ ÁÒÅ ÁÎÃÈÏÒÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÒÁÎÓÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒËÓ ÁÎÄ 

different domestic structures that differ in terms of state-society relations as well as values 

and norms embedded in political cultures (Risse-Kappen, 1994). This analysis, therefore, 

contextualises its findings against the background of global development discussions and 

domestic challenges that policy entrepreneurs face by analysing different types of 

discourse that link ideas with collective action (Schmidt, 2011). 

Three ideas are purposefully selected to cover different domains of aid policymaking 

(motives, implementation, goal system) and different associations in terms of actors that 

are predominantly linked to the specific idea. 

The first idea, mutual benefit, is being discussed in the context of the underlying motives 

of development cooperation and has been a cornerstone of Chinese foreign aid and South-

South cooperation. For this idea, we also analyse to what extent it has been used by OECD 

DAC countries. The second idea represents the implementation and management side of 

foreign aid, namely what is often termed ȰÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȱȟ ÔÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ that aid 

ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÌÅÁÄ ÔÏ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÁÂÌÅ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÌÉÖÅÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÄÅÁ ÈÁÓ 

been codified by OEDC DAC donors in various policy documents, whereas China has only 

gradually moved into this direction. The third idea represents the goal system of 

international development, namely the 2030 Agenda, which was agreed in the United 

Nations (UN) in 2015 and theoretically applies to all development actors equally, including 

those from China and OECD DAC countries. 
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Table 3: Potential coalition magnet ideas in development cooperation  

Idea  Mutual Benefit  Development 

Results  

2030 Agenda  

Articulation  
of Idea  

Principle of South-
South Cooperation and 
Chinese Aid 

Principle of OECD 
DAC Development 
Cooperation 

United Nations 
Development Agenda 

Policy 
Proposals 
(examples)  

Chinese White Papers 
on Foreign Aid 

OECD DAC Managing 
for Development 
Results, Results-based 
Management 

National plans for 
achieving Sustainable 
Development Goals 

Scale of 
Coalition  

Mainly providers of 
South-South 
Cooperation, 
increasingly popular 
among OECD DAC 
donors 

Mainly OECD DAC 
donors, increasingly 
popular among South-
South Cooperation 
providers, including 
China 

All international 
development actors 

Source: Authors based on by Béland and Cox (2016) 

4 Three potential coalition magnets 

4.1. Mutual benefit 

4ÈÅ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ ȰÍÕÔÕÁÌ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔȱ ÏÒ ȰÍÕÔÕÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔȱ (Li, Banik, Tang, & Wu, 2014), has a long 

history in development cooperation and is anchored in South-South Cooperation and 

Chinese foreign aid. In the Bandung Conference of African and Asian states in 1955 

participants endorsed five principles of peaceful coexistence, including the principle of 

equality and mutual benefit, which has its roots in the Soviet aid model (Johnston & 

Rudyak, 2017). In 1964, Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai laid out eight principÌÅÓ ÆÏÒ Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁȭÓ 

!ÉÄ ÔÏ 4ÈÉÒÄ 7ÏÒÌÄ #ÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȱȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ ȰÅÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÍÕÔÕÁÌ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔȱ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ 

first principle. Since then, mutual benefit has been reaffirmed in numerous Chinese policy 

documents, such as the Chinese white papers on foreign aid in 2011 (China State Council, 

2011) and 2014 (China State Council, 2014). 

Mutual benefit is a highly polysemic idea since its meaning is interpreted differently by 

ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÁÃÔÏÒÓȢ )Î Á #ÈÉÎÅÓÅ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȟ ȰÍÕÔÕÁÌ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔȱ ÉÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÁÌÏÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ Ȱ×ÉÎ-

×ÉÎ ÏÕÔÃÏÍÅÓȱ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÁÌÌ ÁÒÅÁÓ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÅÓÅ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȟ 
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including political, economic, cultural and security relations (Chen, 2017). In the foreign 

aid context, mutual benefit is understood as a mix of trade, investment and aid. Moreover, 

in the South-South rhetoric, mutual benefit is portrayed as a counter-model to the OECD 

DAC approach (Grimm, 2014). Here, the mutual benefit expresses a partnership among 

equals (horizontal cooperation) and not the benevolent gifts of an altruistic donor to a 

recipient country (vertical cooperation). Still, the question of how benefits are distributed 

precisely between China and its partners is usually not specified when mutual benefit is 

mentioned in Chinese policy documents. Besides, power relations between China and its 

partners can be skewed and unbalanced, even when benefits are mutual (Grimm, 2014; 

Hackenesch, 2013).  

In development discourse, mutual benefit traditionally has not been seen as particularly 

valent. DAC donors emphasise developing country benefits, such as poverty reduction or 

access to better services. Yet, donor motivations for aid allocation decisions have always 

been underpinned by a mix of interests (Hulme, 2016), and mostly dominated by political 

and economic interests (Alesina & Dollar, 2000; Berthélemy, 2006). But national interests 

of donors are often presented in direct contradiction to altruistic (also called benevolent 

or humanitarian) donor motives. This notion is based on research that indicates aid is less 

likely to be effective when giving for strategic reasons as opposed to being allocated for 

developmental purposes (Dreher, Eichenauer, & Gehring, 2016; Minoiu & Reddy, 2010). In 

ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎȟ ÍÕÔÕÁÌ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÄÉÃÔÓ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÏÆ /%#$ $!# ÄÏÎÏÒÓ ÔÏ ȰÕÎÔÉÅ ÁÉÄȱ, and the 

official ODA definition highlight s that commercial interests and interests related to 

poverty reduction should be separated.  

In recent years, there has been a strong trend towards a more open acknowledgement of 

national interests in development discourse and practices of OECD DAC donors 

(Gulrajani, 2017; Keijzer & Lundsgaarde, 2017; Mawdsley, 2017). As a consequence, the 

legitimacy of acknowledging mutual benefit is increasing. Some see this trend mostly as a 

ȰÓÈÉÆÔ ÉÎ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÁÌÓ ÏÆ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÄÏÍÅÓÔÉÃ 

ÁÕÄÉÅÎÃÅÓȱ (Keijzer & Lundsgaarde, 2017, p. 7) and not a fundamental change. Since the 

financial crisis in 2009, however, national interests, such as security, political, and 

economic interests, have taken a front seat in aid discourse. As part of a trend towards 

ȰÒÅÔÒÏÌÉÂÅÒÁÌÉÓÍȱ (Mawdsley, Murray, Overton, Scheyvens, & Banks, 2016; Murray & 

Overton, 2016), donors such as the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and 
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the Netherlands have strengthened the private sector and export-orientation of their aid. 

Another trend has been the increase in the numbers of refugees and migrants coming to 

Europe, which triggered massive shifts in the allocation of aid budgets. In GermÁÎÙȭÓ ÁÉÄ 

budget, ÔÈÅ ȰÉÎ-donor refugee cosÔÓȱ ÈÁÖÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÁÂÏÕÔ Ϋ ÐÅÒ ÃÅÎÔ in 2014 to almost 

17 per cent in 2015 (Knoll & Sheriff, 2017).  

One driver of the mutual interest trend is the rise of emerging economies, which are 

challenging ÔÈÅ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ /%#$ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÏÆ ÁÉÄȢ 4ÈÅ Ȱ"2)#3 ÅÆÆÅÃÔȱ (Younis, 2013) has 

contributed to OECD donors reconsidering their approaches to aid. Collier (2016) even 

states that a focus on mutual benefit in aid is ethical, arguing that the aid partnership will 

be more genuine and stable than under a purely charitable approach. Previously Collier 

ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÈÏ× Ȱ7ÅÓÔÅÒÎ ÁÉÄ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÁÄÏÐÔ Á ÍÏÄÅÌ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÔÏ #ÈÉÎÅÓÅ ÁÉÄȱ (2013, p. 15) in 

terms of linking public investments with private enterprises.  

For the Chinese side, the question is how the interpretation of mutual benefit has changed 

since the 1950s. First, policy ideas in China are often announced in rather vague terms 

from the top leadership and later interpreted and implemented by a large staff of civil 

servants and experts in a process of ȰÄÉÒÅÃÔÅÄ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȱ (Ang, 2016), suggesting 

ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÅØÐÅÒÉÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎȢ 3ÅÃÏÎÄȟ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÏÒÔÈÏÄÏØȱ ÎÏÒÍÓ ÃÁÎ 

ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÉÍÅȢ /ÎÅ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȱ×ÉÎ-×ÉÎȱ ÉÄÅÁȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÁÓ ÇÏÎÅ 

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÅ ȰÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ ÌÅÁÐÓȱ ÁÎÄ ÒÏÕÎÄÓ ÏÆ ȰÎÅ× ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇȱȟ ×ÈÅÒÅby the original, 

more narrow meaning has expanded to all types of engagement between China and other 

countries (Chen, 2017)Ȣ !ÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ #ÈÉÎÅÓÅ ÎÏÒÍ ÏÆ ȰÎÏÎ-ÉÎÔÅÒÆÅÒÅÎÃÅȱȟ 

whereby China has softened its stance and become increasingly interventionist in the field 

of peace and security (Grimm, 2014). A similar process of softening seems to be taking 

place for the idea of mutual benefit, whereby the distribution of benefits is slowly tilting 

towards tÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ ȰBelt and Roadȱ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÔÉÖÅ 

(Johnston, 2019), for example, China is investing in many high-risk projects and regions, 

where the immediate benefits might first fall to the partners.  

A further indication of a shift in the interpretation of mutual benefit was the introduction 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȰÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÍÁÎËÉÎÄȱ ÂÙ Chinese leader Xi in 2015. This 

principle has quickly risen to become one of the most influential ideas in Chinese foreign 

policy. Yang Yiechi, a high-ranking foreign policy official, stated that: ȰÁ ÎÅ× ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ 

international relations characterized by mutual respect, fairness, justice, and mutual 

benefit is the basic path toward a communiÔÙ ÏÆ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÙȱ (2018). 
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Although  scholars warn about a ȰÓÉÎÏÃÅÎÔÒÉÃȱ (Callahan, 2013; Nordin & Weissmann, 2017) 

world view of the Chinese leadership when it ÓÐÅÁËÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ Á ȰÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÓÈÁÒÅÄ 

ÄÅÓÔÉÎÙȱȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ has been Á ÎÏÔÉÃÅÁÂÌÅ ÓÈÉÆÔ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÅÓÅ ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ȰÁÃÔÉÖÅÌÙ 

ÓÈÏÕÌÄÅÒÉÎÇ ÏÕÒ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÂÌÉÇÁÔÉÏÎÓȱ (Chen, 2017). Such thinking 

ÅÃÈÏÅÓ ÄÅÂÁÔÅÓ ÏÎ ȰÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÇÏÏÄÓȱ (Cepparulo & Giuriato, 2016), in which  national 

interests, such as protecting the global climate, health and security regimes, are put in the 

context of collective development challenges.  

This analysis indicates that mutual benefit has the potential to be strategically used by 

policy entrepreneurs to foster convergence around this idea. The idea is polysemic as it 

covers multiple dimensions of Chinese foreign engagement, including foreign aid, and is 

understood differently across China, other South-South Cooperation providers, 

developing countries, and OECD DAC donors. The valence of mutual benefit has further 

shifted from generating a high-intensity negative reaction among OECD DAC donors 

towards greater acceptance and endorsement. Next, mutual benefit has been legitimised 

by China and OECD DAC donors across different policy documents. As of yet though, 

policy entrepreneurs have not used mutual benefit as a coalition magnet to bring China, 

other South-South Cooperation providers, developing countries, and OECD DAC donors 

together. Discussions on common principles for foreign aid remain fragmented across 

different international platforms.   

4.2. Development results 

The idea of development results entails the performance of foreign aid being continuously 

measured across multiple dimensions, including financial, economic, social and 

environmental dimensions. Development results are firmly  embedded in the OECD DAC 

approach to foreign aid and date back to the 1960s, ×ÈÅÎ ȰÁÉÄ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓȱ (Baum & Tolbert, 

1985) were being implemented in increasingly formalised ways (e.g. through the 

introduction of the project cycle and project analysis). Later, in the 1980s, ÔÈÅ ȱÎÅ× ÐÕÂÌÉÃ 

ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔȱ (Minogue, Polidano, & Hulme, 1998) trend spread private-sector 

management approaches with the intent of making aid more market- and performance-

orientated (Hood, 1991; Turner, Hulme, & McCourt, 2015). Today, ÔÈÅ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÁÇÅÎÄÁȱ ÈÁÓ 

firmly taken hold of many aspects of foreign aid (Eyben, Guijt, Roche, & Shutt, 2015), for 

instance as a principle for effective development cooperation, in the form of results 

frameworks for the management of aid organisations (Holzapfel, 2016), results-based 
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approaches for disbursing aid funds (Janus & Klingebiel, 2014) and in the 2030 Agenda 

with its 17 goals and 169 indicators. In China, the Ministry of Commerce (MOFCOM) 

ÉÓÓÕÅÄ Ȱ-ÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ -ÅÔÈÏÄÓ ÏÆ &ÏÒÅÉÇÎ !ÓÓÉÓÔÁÎÃÅ #ÏÍÐÌÅÔÅ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔÓȱ ÉÎ άΪΪγ ÁÎÄ 

Ȱ2ÅÇÕÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÎ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ &ÏÒÅÉÇÎ !ÉÄ -ÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔȱ ÉÎ άΪΫή (China MOFCOM, 2014) 

outlining an evaluation system of Chinese aid. In 2018, the Chinese government set up the 

China International Development Cooperation Agency to better manage its aid delivery 

(Zhang, 2020; Zhou & Zhang, 2018). 

The development results idea in foreign aid can be polysemic because the crucial question 

is: Whose results? Given a large number of aid stakeholders, such as donors, the donorȭÓ 

public, recipient governmentÓȟ ÒÅÃÉÐÉÅÎÔ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȭ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ, there can be diverging interests 

and power imbalances across the various relationships between these stakeholders. For 

instance, the drivers of the results trend among OECD DAC countries are the interest to 

measure the effects and the effectiveness of foreign aid on the one hand and the need to 

be accountable and report to aid constituents, the public in donor and recipient countries. 

In Chinese aid, too, the idea of development results can be polysemic, and results 

encompass those in the recipient countries as well as the results for China (Zhou, 2016). 

%ÁÒÌÙ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ 0ÒÅÍÉÅÒ :ÈÏÕ %ÎÌÁÉȭÓ ÅÉÇÈÔ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓ ÏÆ ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎ ÁÉÄ ÉÎ 

1964 (Zhou) which ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ȰÑÕÉÃË ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȱ, are different from more recent documents on 

#ÈÉÎÅÓÅ ÆÏÒÅÉÇÎ ÁÉÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎ ȰÓÕÂÓÔÁÎÔÉÁÌ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȱ (China State Council, 2011)ȟ Ȱ×ÉÎ-

win resultsȱ (China State Council, 2014), ÁÎÄ ȰÒÅÁÌ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȱ (Xi, 2017).  

The idea of development results is typically seen as valent because achieving results is 

appealing to most stakeholders of foreign aid. However, the seemingly value-neutral 

results agenda among DAC donors though, can mask underlying political issues in 

administering aid, which has led to a push back on the uncritical endorsement of the 

results agenda (Eyben et al., 2015; Paul, 2015)Ȣ $!# ÄÏÎÏÒÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÁÌÏÎÇ Á Ȱresults 

ÃÈÁÉÎȱȟ in which ÏÎÌÙ ÏÕÔÃÏÍÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÍÐÁÃÔÓ ɉÉÍÐÒÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÌÉÖÅÓɊ ÁÒÅ ÖÉÅ×ÅÄ 

as results, and aid evaluations are made public to foster accountability. Yet, results 

frameworks that are used for reporting on foreign aid also include expenditures on 

administering aid, such as personnel costs for aid workers, and DAC donors have openly 

advocated for integrating self-interest-oriented metrics into ODA reporting.   

Still, the idea of development results enjoys high legitimacy, both in the DAC and in the 

Chinese context. The results agenda of DAC members and efforts to track the effectiveness 

of foreign aid and inform constituents  remain high on the policy agenda. In political and 
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ÆÏÒÍÁÌ ÔÅÒÍÓȟ ȰÍÁÎÁÇÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȱ is one of the five principles of the Paris 

Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (OECD, 2005/2008). In South-South cooperation, which 

includes Chinese foreign aid, the Nairobi Outcome Document from 2009 mentions that 

ÔÈÅ ȰÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÆ 3ÏÕÔÈ-South cooperation should be assessed with a view to improving, as 

appropriate, its quality in a results-ÏÒÉÅÎÔÅÄ ÍÁÎÎÅÒȱ (UNGA, 2009, p. 4).  

A potential convergence around development results could, for instance, occur on a 

technical level of monitoring and evaluating foreign aid. Although  the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) provide a potential guiding framework for reporting on 

development results, DAC donors aim to provide more nuanced information concerning 

results by diff erentiating results data in two main ways. First, they want to distinguish 

between three tiers: development results in the form of outcomes or impacts on the 

national and global levels, development cooperation results attributable to donors, and 

performance information on the organisations providing aid (OECD, 2017; Zwart, 2017). 

Second, DAC donors want to report disaggregated results information according to 

different purposes: accountability to constituents, communication for public relations, 

strategic direction, and learning for improving effectiveness. Nevertheless, these 

discussions are ongoing, and reporting aid results according to the SDGs remains a 

challenge (Zwart, 2017).  

China, so far, has not participated in international fora for discussing results or evaluation 

as a donor country. As a donor, China offers little transparency regarding self-reported 

information on foreign aid, and information is not disaggregated on a country or project 

basis. In past years though, China has made significant moves towards a more systematic 

and open approach to reporting development results. First, the publication of white papers 

has provided more information , and now, ÐÁÒÔÓ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ ÁÉÄ ÐÏÒtfolio are systematically 

monitored and evaluated using developmental criteria (Zhou, 2016). Second, Chinese 

researchers are involved in numerous projects documenting the effects of aggregate 

Chinese aid and aid projects, with an increasing level of support from the Chinese 

government (Vazquez et al., 2016). Lastly, China has presented a detailed plan for 

implementing the SDGs and reported on progress towards achieving the SDGs, stating 

ÔÈÁÔ Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁ ÈÁÓ ÐÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÁÈÅÁÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ "ÅÌÔ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÁÄ 

Initiative , implemented a series of major result-oriented measures for international 

cooperation and stepped up assistance to other developing countries, particularly the 
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LDCs, making important contributions to regional and global implementation of the 2030 

!ÇÅÎÄÁȱ (China MOFA, 2017, p. 73). 

This analysis indicates that the development results idea (similar to mutual benefit) has 

the potential to be strategically used by policy entrepreneurs to foster convergence. The 

idea is polysemic, as it covers multiple dimensions and is understood differently across the 

various stakeholders. The valence of development results has traditionally been positive 

and results reporting triggers high-intensity reactions. Next, development results have 

been legitimised by OECD DAC donors and China across different policy documents. Yet, 

policy entrepreneurs have not used development results so far as a coalition magnet to 

bring China, other South-South Cooperation providers, developing countries and OECD 

DAC donors together.  

4.3. 2030 Agenda 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was agreed at the 2015 UN Summit in New 

York and lays out a normative vision for global sustainable development (UNGA, 2015). It 

includes 17 goals across many different development dimensions and was carefully 

negotiated over several years and deliberated among all UN Member States and other 

stakeholders. Thus, the 2030 Agenda can be seen as a highly valent and polysemic idea. It 

is valent because it is universally endorsed across the World and aspires to promote 

human development while safeguarding the planet. The idea of the 2030 Agenda is 

polysemic because no country is mandated to adopt each goal, but rather free to prioritise 

and implement certain parts of the agenda. Likewise, different actors are permitted to 

apply their own  understandings of how the agenda should be achieved.  

The legitimacy of the 2030 Agenda idea is unrivalled in development cooperation because 

it has been agreed by the UN, which has universal membership and is widely regarded as 

the most legitimate international organisation. Initially,  the negotiation positions of China 

and OECD DAC countries seemed to be quite far apart. In particular, there was the 

historical persistence of a North-South divide in the UN, often pinning OECD countries 

against the G77 and China, leading to gridlock across many areas of international 

cooperation (Fues & Ye, 2014; Hale, Held, & Young, 2013). Despite the adversarial starting 

position, there has been a high degree of convergence in positions between OECD 

countries and China, who have embraced the 2030 Agenda as a guiding framework for 

their development contributions, global policy discussions and domestic policymaking.  
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China has actively engaged in the 2030 Agenda deliberations as a member of the Open 

Working Group - the official negotiation platform - and by publishing a position paper on 

the agenda (Fues & Ye, 2014). Since 2015 China has introduced a National Plan on 

Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (China MOFA, 2016) 

ÁÎÄ ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ Á Ȱ0ÒÏÇÒÅÓÓ 2ÅÐÏÒÔ ÏÎ )ÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ άΪέΪ !ÇÅÎÄÁ ÆÏÒ Sustainable 

$ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȱ (China MOFA, 2017). OECD countries have similarly embraced the 2030 

Agenda in their foreign and domestic policies, even if to varying degrees (OECD, 2016). 

The vital potential area ÆÏÒ ÃÏÎÖÅÒÇÅÎÃÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÕÎÉÖÅÒÓÁÌÉÔÙȱȟ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

development goals do not just apply to developing countries and support to developing 

countries, but that all count ries, including OECD countries, need to apply the goals to 

their domestic development. Next, the 2030 Agenda has contributed to wards joining  the 

ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ȰÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȱ ×ÉÔÈ the policy communities 

ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ȰÈÕÍÁÎ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȱȟ as they had been separated within the UN and bureaucratic 

structures internationally (Bexell & Jönsson, 2017). Another area of strong convergence has 

been the combination of goals, instruments, and the review framework in the 2030 

Agenda, expressed in the Addis Ababa Action Agenda on financing for development, the 

SDGs, and the follow-up and review mechanism. Finally, China and OECD countries have 

jointly embraced the 2030 Agenda across various international fora, such as the G-20 

(Dongxiao, Esteves, Martinez, & Scholz, 2017; Li & Zhou, 2016). 

In terms of challenges and nuanced divergence, the issues of responsibility and burden 

sharing stand out (Bexell & Jönsson, 2017). These discussions can be summarised under 

ÔÈÅ ÌÁÂÅÌ ÏÆ ȰÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÂÕÔ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÉÁÔÅÄ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ ɉ#"$2Ɋȱȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÔÅÍÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 

1992 Rio Declaration on Environment and Development. The CBDR principle, however, 

has been slow to change into an updated understanding of differentiated forms of 

responsibilities (Dongxiao et al., 2017). More recently, emerging economies such as China 

have started applying the Intended Nationally Determined Contributions (INDC) 

principle, introduced in the context of  the Paris Agreement, to the 2030 Agenda. Based on 

ȰÓÅÌÆ-ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÉÁÔÉÏÎȱ (Mbeva & Pauw, 2016), China proclaims self-determined 

contributions for achieving the 2030 Agenda in a bottom-up way. But critically, China still 

ÖÉÅ×Ó ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ ȰÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÌÁÒÇÅÓÔ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȱ (Chin, 2012; China MOFA, 2016) 

ÁÎÄ Á ȰÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÌÅ ÍÁÊÏÒ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȱ (China MOFA, 2017). China, therefore, holds 
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two potentially conflicting identities, being a developing country and a main global 

economic power at the same time. 

Compared to mutual benefit and development results, the 2030 Agenda is the highest 

potential of becoming a coalition magnet idea, given its polysemic character and strong 

positive valence. Moreover, the 2030 Agenda has unmatched global legitimacy as a new 

sustainable development paradigm that has been universally endorsed by all UN Member 

States. Despite these favourable conditions, policy entrepreneurs again struggled in using 

the 2030 Agenda to foster greater convergence between OECD countries and China, 

especially regarding the burden-sharing discussion.  

5 Contextualising mutual benefit, development results and the 2030 Agenda in a changing 

global development landscape 

Based on the comparison of the three ideas, it can be concluded that each idea has a strong 

potential to become a coalition magnet idea, as each idea is polysemic, valent and has been 

legitimised through various policy documents from OECD countries as well as from China. 

However, none of the ideas has been strategically used by policy entrepreneurs to foster 

convergence and consensus between OECD countries and China. As a next step, the 

findings are contextualised in the current landscape of global development discussions. In 

particular, the analysis explores the challenges that prevent policy entrepreneurs from 

fostering convergence generally as well as individually for each of the three ideas. Based 

on this analysis, we explore tentative steps that policy entrepreneurs could take to foster 

convergence for each of the three coalition magnet ideas.  

In terms of challenges that prevent convergence around coalition magnet ideas, one key 

global trend has been the rise of identity -based populist and nationalist political 

movements in OECD countries (Luce, 2017; Schmidt, 2017) as well as in China (Johnston, 

2017). Gills (2017, p. 157) ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÏÐÕÌÉÓÔ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ȰÁ 

ȬÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÔȭ ÁÐÐÅÁÌ ÔÏ ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÊÅÃÔÉÎÇ ÁÌÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÓÍÏÐÏÌÉÔÁÎ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

tensions generated by an increasingly globalized worldȱ. Cosmopolitan ideas on greater 

mult ilateral cooperation, such as mutual benefit, development results, and the 2030 

Agenda, are therefore facing a generally unfavourable policy environment and are likely 

to encounter strong political opposition. Policy entrepreneurs, therefore, need to use their 

political power and rhetorical skills in politically smart ways (Béland & Cox, 2016) to bridge 

the divide between nationalistic populism and cosmopolitan ideas of multilateralism. 
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Based on the discursive institutionalism theory, this gap in multilateralism is closely 

linked to the divide between what Schmidt (2008) calls the coordinative and the 

communicative spheres of discourse. In the coordinative sphere, experts conduct policy 

discussions among themselves, whereas the communicative sphere involves the general 

public (Schmidt, 2008).9 Each sphere requires distinctive discursive strategies (speaker, 

message, audience) to being successful in terms of achieving political change (Schmidt, 

2011). One critical  problem, however, has been that experts in the coordinative sphere have 

not sufficiently interacted with those in the communicative sphere, while the 

communicative sphere has been subject to the increasing influence of technology and 

technological disruption (Schmidt, 2017). As a result, public statements and practical 

policies keep diverging, as politicians make policy announcements that their 

administrations cannot deliver. 

The main strategy for countering this trend is to find ways of coupling the coordinative 

and communicative spheres of discourse. Policy entrepreneurs need to disseminate their 

ideas across the coordinative policy sphere and the communicative politics sphere, with 

tailored strategies. Then they might be able to create new policy coalitions in national and 

international settings that cut across political cleavages. This section explores the concept 

of coupling the coordinative and communicative spheres of discourse by applying it to 

OECD countries and China for each of the three potential coalition magnet ideas. 

Therefore, the specific challenges to greater convergence for each idea are reflected on, 

before the analysis proceeds to sketch ways of bridging these challenges by coupling 

coordinative and communicative spheres of discourse.  

For the potential coalition magnet idea of mutual benefit , there are two main obstacles 

that prevent greater convergence. First, the strong emphasis on the commercial interests 

of OECD DAC donors and China risks co-opting a developmental agenda for private gains. 

Already, researchers warn that the primary beneficiaries of mutual benefit-oriented aid in 

OECD DAC countries are business elites and consultants (Mawdsley et al., 2016). Second, 

power relations in development cooperation are still primarily  skewed toward the aid 

provider, and the agency and voice of recipients are under threat. Previous efforts of OECD 

DAC donors to self-discipline, for example, through the Paris Declaration on Aid 

                                                      
9  Similarly, Kingdon (1984) speaks about policy entrepreneurs being able to couple three streams ɀ problem, 

policy and political ɀ through advocacy and brokerage during windows of opportunity.  
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Effectiveness, have failed and lost their political support. An attempt by OECD DAC 

donors to extend the ODA definition towards total official support for sustainable 

development in a non-inclusive and intransparent process was perceived as an attempt to 

shirk existing donor commitments (Besharati, 2017).  

Going forward, policy entrepreneurs face the challenge of fostering a more nuanced and 

transparent dialogue on the balance of mutual benefits , where the main problem is not 

the existence of national interests but their concealment. Keijzer and Lundsgaarde (2017) 

propose extending the monitoring and evaluation toolbox of ODA to b etter track benefits 

outside of the recipient country. Such a step would improve transparency and allow for 

more honest discourse. Chinese foreign aid already systematically monitors mutual 

benefits in select projects, even if these evaluations have not yet been published (Zhou, 

2016). Hence, China should move towards a more transparent discussion of how benefits 

are distributed in i ts cooperation, for instance, by making internal tendering processes 

more transparent and open for competition. Although  the transparent evaluation of 

mutual benefit  is a long-term objective for policy entrepreneurs, a more immediate step 

could be a discussion on global public goods and enlightened self-interest. Using the 

coalition magnet idea of mutual benefit in this way could foster greater convergence 

between OECD DAC donors and China and help to couple the coordinative and 

communicate spheres of discourse between the international and national levels.  

For the potential coalition magnet idea of development results,  the main challenge is 

that OECD DAC donors and China are falling behind on established metrics of aid 

effectiveness. For example, in ODA, the share of country programmable aid10 and aid to 

Least Developed Countries (LDCs)11 declined in recent years. A 2016 survey of 81 

developing countries showed that only about half of all aid was spent through country 

systems (OECD/UNDP, 2016). These trends come at the expense of recipient countries. In 

the same way, developing countries that partner with China continue to have little insight 

and influence on the details of Chinese aid allocation and results reporting. Although  

China remains actively engaged with other providers of South-South Cooperation to 

                                                      
10  Country programmable aid tracks the proportion of bilateral aid over which recipients have or could have 

significant say. 21 out 30 DAC member countries reduced their volume of country programmable aid 
between 2010 and 2015 (OECD, 2017). 

11  Since 2011 bilateral ODA flows to LDCs have fallen 2015. 19 out of 30 DAC members provided less ODA to 
LDCs in 2015 than in 2010.  
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jointly develop their  reporting standards for development results, this process has been 

slow. 

Going forward, the SDGs provide sufficient room for policy entrepreneurs to foster the 

convergence of DAC donors China in terms of reporting development results  and 

harmonising monitoring and evaluation approaches. DAC donors have to achieve greater 

coherence and transparency in differentiating tiers of results (development results, 

development cooperation results and performance) as well as purposes of results reporting 

(accountability, communication, direction and learning) while upholding established aid 

effectiveness standards. China could increase its engagement for further defining South-

South Cooperation pr inciples and standards while continuing its move towards more 

transparent and disaggregated reporting on its foreign aid. Moving into these directions 

again would be a way for OECD donors and China to better bridge the growing divide 

between the coordinati ve and communicative spheres of discourse, domestically as well 

as internationally. Yanguas (2018) suggests that theÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÎÅÅÄ ÆÏÒ Á ÎÅ× ȰÍÏÒÁÌ ÖÉÓÉÏÎȱ 

(Lumsdaine, 1993) ÆÏÒ ÁÉÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ȰÈÕÍÁÎÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÓÍȱ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ÂÅÔÔÅÒ 

understanding and acknowledgement of the politics of aid.  

For the potential coalition magnet idea of the 2030 Agenda, there is already a broad 

corridor of convergence. Yet, policy entrepreneurs face the challenge of working across 

global, regional, and national levels in coordinated ways, constantly reframing the idea of 

the 2030 Agenda according to these contexts and in ways that enable engagement and 

awareness among the broader public. This challenge of cultivating collective action across 

multiple sectors and scales is interconnected with the challenges of making difficult trade-

offs across SDG goals and findings ways to hold societal actors accountable for their 

influence on the SDGs (Bowen et al., 2017). On top of addressing these interconnected 

governance challenges, policy entrepreneurs are confronted to link the coordinative 

sphere of discourse of policy construction with the communicative sphere of discourse of 

deliberation, contestation, and legitimisation (Schmidt, 2017). 

There are many cases where policy entrepreneurs can use the coalition magnet idea of the 

2030 Agenda to achieve political change and to ÆÏÓÔÅÒ ÍÕÌÔÉÌÁÔÅÒÁÌ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎȢ #ÈÉÎÁȭÓ 

SDG report already states that Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁ ÈÁÓ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÅÎÅÄ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÄÉÁÌÏÇÕÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ 

coordination with major economies including the US, the EU, the UK, France, Germany, 
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India, Japan and Russia with a view to facilitating steady growth of the world economy and 

ÉÍÐÒÏÖÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔ ÆÏÒ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÉÅÓȱ (China MOFA, 2017, 

p. 76). These efforts could ÂÅ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÅÎÅÄ ÉÎ ÌÉÎÅ ×ÉÔÈ ȰÒÅÃÉÐÒÏÃÁÌ ÐÅÅÒ-ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇȱ (Mahn, 

2017; Pisano & Berger, 2016), a learning process among equals. To achieve this goal, policy 

entrepreneurs have to build upon outreach activities started during the SDG negotiations, 

and mobilise support around a continued global public conversation on the 2030 Agenda.  

Overall, the analysis has shown that each idea ɀmutual benefit, development results, and 

2030 Agenda ɀ faces slightly different challenges in terms of coupling the coordinative and 

communicative spheres of discourse in addition to the  increasing level of divergence 

between national-level politics and multilateralism. Nevertheless, it was also 

demonstrated that each idea is already well anchored on the global and national levels, 

and if they are used strategically by policy entrepreneurs, they could link international 

norms to domestic processes of political and social change. Policy entrepreneurs, whether 

they are political leaders or social activists, need to be grounded in a deep understanding 

of the domestic context of each country, where they want to achieve political outcomes by 

coupling the coordinative and the communicative spheres of discourse.  

6 Conclusion 

This paper has shown that the concept of coalition magnet ideas is a useful framework for 

analysing the challenges of international development cooperation, particularly the 

positions of the OECD donors and China that are seemingly at odds. The framework was 

applied to three ideas ɀmutual benefit, development results and the 2030 Agenda ɀ and 

the paper has analysed how each idea could be strategically employed by policy 

entrepreneurs to foster convergence and political change. Furthermore, the paper briefly 

outlined how policy entrepreneurs can be politically smart in fostering convergence in the 

current global context of development cooperation, linking the domestic and global levels 

of policymaking. 

Based on the assessment of the three coalition magnet ideas, the following conclusion 

about the role of ideas in fostering convergence among diverging policy preferences are 

drawn. First, coalition magnet ideas have the potential to bring DAC members and China 

together around policy prescriptions that fall into a broad corridor of national and 

international epistemic communities around respective coalition magnet ideas. For 

mutual benefit , the analysis highlighted global public goods, for development results, it  
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stressed nuanced results reporting and for the 2030 Agenda, reciprocal learning was 

discussed. Second, the paper sketched how coalition magnet ideas can be effective tools 

for achieving policy change, even in a global environment that is characterised by 

nationalist tendencies. The key for policy entrepreneurs is to couple policy and 

communicative discourse through individually targeted pol icy messages.  

Finally, the paper is only a first general application of the concept of coalition magnet 

ideas to development cooperation in OECD DAC countries and China. It has not focused 

ÏÎ ÁÎÙ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎÓ ȰÂÅÙÏÎÄ ÁÉÄȱ (Janus, Klingebiel, & Paulo, 2015; Lin & Wang, 2016) for 

instance, which see development cooperation in a larger context of multilateral 

engagement across policy areas and communities, such as private sector actors or trade 

and investment relations. Hence, further research on mapping coalition magnets across 

different policy areas and forms of international cooperation could be the next step.  

Second, the analysis has not unpacked the detailed processes of how ideas become 

coalition magnets ideas at the domestic and international levels, beyond the stage of 

agenda-setting towards implementing policies that lead to actual political change. In 

particular, it would be pertinent to analyse to what extent policy entrepreneurs from 

OECD countries and China are able to couple the communicative and coordinative 

spheres of discourse across domestic and international audiences and epistemic 

communities. Thus, causal process tracing (Bennett & Checkel, 2014; Jacobs, 2013) of 

coalition magnet ideas on the domestic level could be a way to deepen the understanding 

of how some ideas become influential, while others do not. Third, the examples primarily 

focused on governmental actors driving political change from the top. Additional research 

should, therefore, also consider non-governmental actors and social mobilisation around 

coalition magnet ideas.  
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PAPER 3: RESULTS OR ADAPTATION? INVESTIGATING THEORIES OF 

CHANGE IN THE WORLD BANKõS PROGRAM FOR RESULTS IN THE 

RWANDAN AGRICULTURE SECTOR 

 

 

Abstract  

This paper analyses through which mechanism, results-based principal-agent 

relationships or problem-driven ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÏÆ ÉÔÅÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎËȭÓ 

Program for Results in the agriculture sector in Rwanda has led to increased agricultural 

productivity. The paper combines causal process tracing and contribution analysis to 

investigate two underlying theories of change of the Program for Results, results and 

adaption, regarding their influence on shaping key relationships between the donors, 

governmental and non-governmental stakeholders in Rwanda. The analysis demonstrates 

that the World Bank programme leads to intended results because it reinforces the 

ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ Ï×Î ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌÉÓÅÄ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ-based management system. However, the analysis 

also points to instances where autonomy enabled adaptations that only became possible 

after implementation had started. Finally, the findings are related to the broader political 

context, which underlines that development outcomes in Rwanda are fundamentally 

determined by the political economy of policymaking, which is not adequately reflected 

in results-based interventions.  
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1 Introduction  

The effective use of foreign aid will be an integral part of achieving the 2030 Agenda for 

sustainable development in low-income countries. Two main schools of thought that 

seemingly contradict each other have shaped recent debates on how to best use aid funds. 

/Î ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ ÈÁÎÄȟ ÔÈÅ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÁÇÅÎÄÁȱ ÉÎ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÁÇÅÎÃÉÅÓ (Gulrajani, 2011; Holzapfel, 

2016; Khagram, Thomas, Lucero, & Mathes, 2009) demands to document the effects of aid 

in measurable, predictable and accountable ways. On the other hand, aid practitioners 

ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÐÕÓÈÅÄ ÂÁÃË ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÒÅÎÄ ÂÙ ÃÁÌÌÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ȰÁÄÁÐÔÉÖÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȱ 

that is based on a deeper understanding of local contexts in developing countries and more 

flexible forms of development interventions12 (Andrews, 2013; Ramalingam, 2013; Wild, 

Booth, Cummings, Foresti, & Wales, 2015). Results-based approaches promise both by 

combining the potentially  contradictive results agenda with local adaptation: they aim to 

deliver more transparent effective use of aid, while also allowing for more flexibility 

(Perakis & Savedoff, 2015).  

Results-based approaches represent an innovation in providing aid, as they shift the aid 

provision away from ex-ante financing of different inputs (e.g. school books, school 

building, teacher training ) towards ex-ante financing for verifiable results (e.g. 

improvements in education) (O'Brien & Kanbur, 2014). There is no commonly accepted 

definition of results -based approaches. Different types of results-based approaches exist, 

with  distinct labels, such as Cash on Delivery Aid (Centre for Global Development) 

(Birdsall, Savedoff, Mahgoub, & Vyborny, 2010), Payment by Results (UK Department for 

International Development ) and Program for Results (World Bank). In recent years, 

results-based approaches have become increasingly popular. The World Bank has the 

most extensive portfolio of results -based aid programmes, which are results-based 

approaches where the funder is a multilateral organisation (or another governmental 

organisation), and the recipient is a government (Janus & Klingebiel, 2014).  

Results-based aid is still a relatively recent trend in development cooperation and research 

on this aid modality is still limited. Several case studies on pilot programmes exist, and 

first attempts of collecting more systematic evidence on the effects of the modality have 

started (World Bank, 2016a). Existing evidence is mixed regarding the potential of results-

                                                      
12  4ÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȰÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎȱ ÉÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÕÎÄÅÒÔÁËÅÎ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ Á ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ 

difference in outcomes and impacts of interest and covers policies, programmes and projects, often 
financed partly (or wholly) by foreign aid.  
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based approaches to deliver better development outcomes (Clist, 2016, 2018). Critical 

studies highlight the downsides of an excessive focus on results (Eyben, Guijt, Roche, & 

Shutt, 2015) the oversimplified incentive model of results-based approaches (Paul, 2015) or 

harmful effects results-based approaches centralising power, in particular for NGOs 

(Chambers, 2017). Some positive findings come from the health sector (Lannes, Meessen, 

Soucat, & Basinga, 2016), indicating greater efficiency and effectiveness through results-

based approaches. In addition, performance-based payments to governments can 

motivate them to protect and restore forests (Angelsen, 2017; Busch, 2018).  

The specific results-based approach by the World Bank, the Program for Results (PforR), 

was introduced in 2012 and since then has expanded rapidly. The share PforR financing 

within the World Ban k grew from two per cent of annual new commitments to over 15 per 

cent in 2018 (World Bank, 2019b). As of 2019, the World Bank has funded 108 operations 

for USD 30.25 billion across all continents (World Bank, 2019a). First assessments of 

specific PforR operations indicate heterogeneity (Gelb, Diofasi, & Postel, 2016), with some 

studies stressing its potential for adaptation (Andrews, McNaught, & Samji, 2018; Bridges 

& Woolcock, 2019) and others focusing on the results orientation (Janus, 2014; Janus & 

Klingebiel, 2014) and similarities to other modalities like project support or budget 

support (Holzapfel & Janus, 2015).  

To date, there exists little empirical analysis on the causal mechanisms through which the 

modality is intended to work, particularly concerning the results and adaptation pathways. 

Given the importance of these two different causal mechanisms - results and adaptation - 

for the current discourse and practice of development cooperation, it is pertinent to 

investigate whether these occur in practice. The research question therefore is: Through 

which causal mechanism do results -based approaches contribute to improved 

development outcomes?   

This paper addresses the question by applying theory-based evaluation in the form of 

contribution analysis combined with causal process tracing, in order to empirically assess 

the causal pathways of how results-based approaches contribute to development 

outcomes. More specifically, the paper draws ÏÎ Á ÃÁÓÅ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎËȭÓ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍ 

for Results in the Agricultural Sector in Rwanda. This research is relevant to several 

academic strands in the literature. First, the research contributes to the study of different 

aid modalities, in this case, results-based aid in contemporary development cooperation. 
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Second, the research is relevant to the academic discussions on development 

management, in particular, the themes of results orientation and adaptation. Third, this 

paper applies causal process tracing to identify causal mechanisms in the implementation 

of development interventions, thereby contributing to methodological debates . 

2 Methodology and case selection 

The methodological approach draws broadly on the qualitative literature on impact 

evaluation, theory-based evaluations and causal process tracing. In particular, a 

combination of theory -based evaluation in the form of contribution analysis and causal 

process tracing (Beach & Pedersen, 2013; Bennett & Checkel, 2014; George & Bennett, 2005) 

is applied to study how the aid modality of results-based aid contributes to development 

outcomes within a single case study.  

The combination of theory-based evaluation and causal process tracing has been used in 

a few cases to study development interventions, including general budget support 

(Schmitt & Beach, 2015), gender-responsive budgeting (Bamanyaki & Holvoet, 2016) or a 

hypothetical girls education intervention (Befani & Mayne, 2014). This paper broadly 

draws on these studies in developing a distinct combination of theory-based evaluation 

and causal process tracing. However, this analysis is not an impact evaluation, but rather 

a theory-testing application of process tracing that contributes to the theoretical debate 

on development management and assesses confidence about the impact (Befani & Mayne, 

2014).  

The analysis follows case selection guidelines by Beach and Pedersen (2012) for theory-

based process tracing of how a given condition X contributes to producing an outcome Y 

through a causal mechanism. The causal mechanism is treated as a middle-range theory 

that can be operationalised based on the literature. Process tracing is typically carried out 

for one causal mechanism only, and all other causal factors are considered to be external. 

In this particular case, though, there is an added value of splitting the causal mechanism 

into two nested parts, as the research interest lies in investigating two specific causal 

pathways in comparison to each other ɀ namely the results and adaptation mechanisms. 

Both causal relations are not rival theories that are mutually exclusive since results-based 

approaches have been designed to incorporate both causal pathways simultaneously. 

Potentially, both nested components might even form one causal mechanism. However, 
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testing for each component explicitly in this nested causal process tracing design allows 

for assessing the relative strength of each causal relationship. 

Rwanda is selected because it can be undÅÒÓÔÏÏÄ ÁÓ Á ȰÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÃÁÓÅȱ (Yin, 2018)  for how 

the ideas of results and adaptation influence development cooperation. 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ 

combination of strong national ownership and high aid dependence make it a critical case 

for studying how processes of donor-recipient interaction affect policymaking and 

development outcomes (Hasselskog, Mugume, Ndushabandi, & Schierenbeck, 2017). 

Further, Rwanda has been called Á ȰÄÏÎÏÒ ÄÁÒÌÉÎÇȱ (Desrosiers & Swedlund, 2018) and is 

one of the leading developing countries for implementing results-based approaches.  

Existing literature on results-based approaches indicates that they have contributed to 

development outcomes in Rwanda (Klingebiel, Gonsior, Jakobs, & Nikitka, 2016; Lannes et 

al., 2016). Still , it remains unclear which causal mechanisms are responsible. Moreover, 

literature shows that the main condition for results -based approaches is an able 

government with the ability to steer policy processes (Janus & Klingebiel, 2014). Such a 

requirement can serve as a condition for classifying how likely a given case is according to 

Beach and Pedersen (2012). Hence, Rwanda can further be classified as a most likely critical 

case for results-based approaches to contribute to development outcomes. 

As a specific intÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎËȭÓ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍ ÆÏÒ 2ÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÓÅÃÔÏÒ 

is analysed, since the World Bank is the largest funder of results-based approaches in 

globally, and the agriculture sector features the largest results-based operation by the 

Bank in Rwanda. The agricultural sector and rural development, in particular, are crucial 

for the development pathways in most sub-Saharan African countries. In Rwanda, 

agriculture has been a significant source of economic growth and income, accounting for 

more than 30 per cent of gross domestic product and close to 70 per cent of employment 

(World Bank & Government of Rwanda, 2019, p. 221). The Rwandan government strongly 

influences the agriculture sector in Rwanda through various reform plans and policy 

initiatives, often partly or fully funded by international donors. The crucial government 

ÐÌÁÎ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ Ȱ0ÒÏÇÒÁÍ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 4ÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ !ÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ 3ÅÃÔÏÒȱ ɉ034!13), 

first drafted in 2004 and currently in its fourth phase.  

                                                      
13  Plan Stratégique pour la Transformation Agricole (Strategic Plan for Agriculture Transformation). 
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The data required for undertaking process tracing is partly  based on documentary research 

from a wide range of sources. In addition, interview data is used to supplement the 

contribution analysis and process tracing. One hundred and ten semi-structured 

interviews were conducted from September until November 2016 in Rwanda on 

development cooperation with key stakeholders, including government and donor 

officials, members of civil society, agricultural businesses, researchers and farmers 

(Annex). Interviews were held across all four agro-ecological zones of Rwanda and with 

representatives from central and local government institutions.  

3 Theoretical framework  

The theoretical framework (Figure: 3) includes a generic theory of change model (middle 

column) and two nested causal mechanisms. The theory of change is an analytical tool 

that posits how a given development intervention is expected to bring about intended 

changes. It is based on a generative understanding of causality that lays out steps that 

occur between planned activities (inputs) and subsequent observed changes, where each 

link between the steps is underpinned by assumptions and associated risks (Befani & 

Mayne, 2014).  

For any development intervention, including results-based approaches, certain activities 

are funded, which create outputs of the intervention that reach beneficiaries or target 

groups and ultimately can lead to potential changes in well-being. For the specific World 

Bank programme in Rwanda, the programme document states that the overarching 

ÏÂÊÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÉÓ ÔÏ ȰÔÏ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍ 2×ÁÎÄÁÎ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÆÒÏÍ Á ÓÕÂÓÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ-based to a 

knowledge-based sector and accelerate agriculture growth to increase rural incomes and 

ÒÅÄÕÃÅ ÐÏÖÅÒÔÙȱ (World Bank, 2014). 

For the result 14 mechanism, it is theorised that a principal -agent relationship exists 

between the funder (principal), who cannot observe the efforts of the partner country 

government (agent), and therefore draws up a contract to incentivise performance. The 

Program-For-2ÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÓ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ȰÄÉÓÂÕÒÓÅÍÅÎÔ-linked indicatoÒÓȱ ɉ$,)ÓɊ 

that determine the payments for the recipient, once the agreed results have been achieved. 

According to the main policy document describing the underlying logic of PforR, the DLIs 

                                                      
14  Results are defined as the output, outcome or impact (intended or unintended, positive and/or negative) 

of a development intervention (OECD, 2002). 



117 

 

ȰÐÌÁÙ Á ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÎ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍ-for-Results operations because they provide the 

ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÎÃÅÎÔÉÖÅÓ ÔÏ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅ ËÅÙ ÍÉÌÅÓÔÏÎÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍȭÓ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË 

ÏÒ ÔÏ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍȱ (World Bank, 2011, p. 23).  

Figure 3: Theoret ical f ramework for the World Bank PfoR in Rwanda  

 

Source: Own representation based on Befani and Mayne (2014) Schmitt and Beach (2015) 

This agreement is made at the highest Rwandan central government level together with 

ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎËȢ /ÎÃÅ Á ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËȱ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÁÇÒÅÅÄȟ ÌÏ×ÅÒ ÌÅÖÅÌÓ ÏÆ 

government, in particular districts, and non-governmental actors, such as private 

companies, civil society groups and ultimately farmers, are then trained and incentivised 

to deliver the agreed results. A separate verification mechanism, managed jointly by the 

World Bank and the Rwandan central government, then ensures that the principals can 

observe the performance of the agents. For this logframe-type causal mechanism, each 

step of the causal chain is traced, differentiated by the actors involved and their 

relationships (Rwandan government, districts, farmers and donors), to assess if and how 

programme activities contribute to development outcomes (here: improvements in 
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agricultural productivity). With the results mechanism serving as a lead theory, it is 

expected that principal-agent relationships are the primary contributing mechanism that 

leads to Rwanda achieving development outcomes.  

For the adaptation mechanism, it is theorised that development interventions should be 

not be based on best practices but rather follow a problem-driven approach that can be 

ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÆÒÁÍÅȱ (Andrews, 2013). According to this theory, an initial problem 

analysis of ideas across all areas is followed by cycles of constant reflection exercises 

(questioning assumptions, drawing lessons and making adjustment) with various points 

of deconstruction and inflexion, ultimately leading to the achievement of an aspirational 

goal (Andrews, Pritchett, & Woolcock, 2013). The underlying rationale is that development 

ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÇÕÉÄÅÄ ÂÙ Á ȰÈÉÄÉÎÇ ÈÁÎÄȱ (Hirschman, 1967), meaning that their 

outcome is unforeseeable. Moreover, planners typically overestimate potential problems 

and underestimate the problem-solving capabilities of implementers. Honig (2018) 

ÒÅÃÏÍÍÅÎÄÓ Ȱ.ÁÖÉÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÙ *ÕÄÇÍÅÎÔȱȟ ÅÍÐÏ×ÅÒÉÎÇ ÁÇÅÎÔ ÁÕÔÏÎÏÍÙ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌ 

decisions about aid interventions. For the analysis, degrees of autonomy are taken as a 

proxy for adaptation, because greater autonomy in aid interventions is linked to better use 

of soft information and tacit knowledge, as well as greater flexibility to react to changing 

circumstances (Honig, 2019).  

3ÕÃÈ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔÌÙ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎËȭÓ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍ ÆÏÒ 2ÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ 

guidelines, nor does it feature strongly in Rwandan policymaking. However, even the 

0ÆÏÒ2 ÇÕÉÄÅÌÉÎÅÓ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÅÄÌÙ ÓÔÒÅÓÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÆÌÅØÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔ ÄÅÓÉÇÎȱ ÁÓ Á ÄÅÆÉÎÉÎÇ 

ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÕÎÕÓÕÁÌ ÆÏÒ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎË ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÎÇȢ 4ÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎËȭÓ ÇÕÉÄÅÌÉÎÅÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ 

specific provisions for restructuring programmes ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎȡ Ȱ)Æȟ ÁÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ 

program implementation support, the Bank identifies significant changes in the program 

ÃÉÒÃÕÍÓÔÁÎÃÅÓ ÏÒ ÒÉÓËÓȟ ÏÒ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÒÒÏ×ÅÒȭÓ ÐÒÉÏÒÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÎÅÅÄÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍ 

financing arrangements may need to be modified to make the original program objectives 

and the results framework more realistic, or to increase the development impact of the 

program (World Bank, 2011)Ȣȱ "ÁÉÎȟ "ÏÏÔÈ ÁÎÄ 7ÉÌÄ (2016, p. 9) further argue that the 

0ÆÏÒ2 ÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔ ȰÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÐportunity to support country -owned reforms that 

ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȟ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÄÉÃÔÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÁÎÓȱȢ  

On the far left of the figure, there are other external influences unrelated to the 

intervention and unanticipated results not included in the theory of change that could 

contribute to the achievement of intended results, positive and/or negative. In this regard, 
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the politics of aid are one key determining factor that is often overlooked in aid research 

(Carothers & De Gramont, 2013; Whitfield, 2008). In particular, the analysis checks for 

alternative explanations for Rwanda achieving development outcomes in the agriculture 

PforR, other than through the results or adaptation mechanism, based on the political 

economy of donor organisations (Yanguas, 2018) and aid modalities, as well as the political 

economy literature on Rwanda. 

Different variants of politica l economy analysis have been applied to study Rwandan 

politics (Booth & Golooba-Mutebi, 2012; Chemouni, 2016; Verwimp, 2003), including in 

the agricultural sector (Ansoms, 2008; Booth & Golooba-Mutebi, 2014; Harrison, 2016; 

Huggins, 2014; Newbury & Newbury, 2000). Broadly these theories study how contending 

groups, in particular, the ruling elites, hold and exercise power over time. A recently 

prominent political economy approach has been the political settlements theory (Di John 

& Putzel, 2009; Khan, 2010), which authors (Golooba-Mutebi, 2013; Williams, 2017) use to 

ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÙ 2×ÁÎÄÁ ÁÓ Á ȰÄÏÍÉÎÁÎÔ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔÁÌȱ ÐÁÒÔÙ ÒÅÇÉÍÅȢ 3ÕÃÈ Á ÒÅÇÉÍÅ ÉÓ 

characterised by concentrated top-down control and technocratic effectiveness that 

ÌÅÇÉÔÉÍÉÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÙȭÓ ÒÕÌÅȢ )Î ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅ ÏÆ 2×ÁÎÄÁȟ ÔÈÅ ÒÕÌing party is the Rwandan Patriotic 

Front (RPF), and the leader is President Paul Kagame. For the analysis, the paper draws 

on this literature to examine the influence of political elites towards key stakeholder of 

the PforR, including smallholder farmers, who constitute the majority of the population.  

4 Results-based aid in Rwanda: The World Bank Program for Results in agriculture 

Agriculture, as a sector, is well suited to demonstrate the efforts of development agencies 

towards improving the livelihood of th e rural poor. Between 70 and 80 per cent of the 

population in Rwanda are working in the agriculture sector, while coffee, tea and minerals 

have accounted for over 90 per cent ÏÆ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ ÅØÐÏÒÔÓ ÆÏÒ ÍÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ (Behuria & 

Goodfellow, 2016)Ȣ !Ó ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÏÆ ÂÅÃÏÍÉÎÇ Á ÍÉÄÄÌÅ-income country, 

the government aims to transform its society from a subsistence agriculture economy to a 

knowledge-based society, expanding industry and services. Rwanda, along with other 

African countries, therefore embarked on an agricultural modernisation strategy following 

Á Ȱ'ÒÅÅÎ 2ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȱ ÍÏÄÅÌ (Cioffo, Ansoms, & Murison, 2016; Clay & King, 2019; Diao, 

Headey, & Johnson, 2008), with the hope of replicating success stories of other developing 

countries from Asia and Latin America.  
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4ÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÒÅÃÅÎÔ ÐÈÁÓÅ ÏÆ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ ÍÏÄÅÒÎ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÐÏÓÔ-genocide 

started in 2007 when the Rwandan government began to strategically integrate and 

upgrade agricultural value chains by increasing smallholder participation in productive 

agriculture and by improving the overall quantity and quality of agricultural  production 

(Harrison, 2016). The guiding policy frameworks for achieving the objective of increased 

agricultural productivity has been the Crop Intensification Programme (CIP 2007), along 

with the overarching Programme for the Strategic Transformation of Agriculture (PSTA). 

Key elements of these policies included the creation of four regional agricultural zones, 

selection of priority crops, land-use consolidation, increased use of chemical fertilisers, 

improved seed technology and better agricultural extension services. Also, several 

government agencies have been created to support the implementation of these policies, 

such as the Rwanda Cooperative Agency, the Rwanda Agriculture Board or the National 

Agricultural Export Board.  

Policy implementation in  Rwanda has been politicised but not driven by short -term 

consideration, as the ruling party has a stable position of power and settles political 

conflicts within the political system (Booth & Golooba-Mutebi, 2014). As a consequence, 

ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÄÏÃÕÍÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÌÁÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÔÁËÅÎ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ȰÊÕÓÔ Á ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÏËÅÎ 

ÃÏÍÐÌÉÁÎÃÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÄÏÎÏÒ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÏÆ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÃ ÐÌÁÎÎÉÎÇȱ (Booth & Golooba-Mutebi, 2014, p. 

178). Further, Rwanda has a domestic results-based approach called Imihigo, a system of 

performance contracts signed at different levels of the public administration system, from 

the local to the national level, with specific targets and verification measures (Hasselskog, 

2016; Klingebiel et al., 2016; World Bank, 2018a). Hence, the government takes a 

substantive role in driving national policies, including through exerting pressures for 

achieving developmental performance (Hasselskog, 2018).  

Assessments on the effects of current Rwandan agricultural policies mostly fall into two 

groups. Some researchers (Booth & Golooba-Mutebi, 2014; Harrison, 2016) point to the 

impressive success story of improvements in agricultural productivity and are generally in 

favour of the governmentȭÓ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓ while seeing hardly any alternatives to the 

ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÒÅÆÏÒÍ ÁÇÅÎÄÁȢ /ÔÈÅÒ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒÓ ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ 

efforts of modernising the agricultural sector, such as advantaging medium to large 

farmers at the expense of poor smallholder farmers, reduced ecological diversity and 

sustainability, as well as imposed modernisation to the detriment of traditional 

agricultural production knowledge (Ansoms et al., 2018; Cioffo et al., 2016; Dawson, 

Martin, & Sikor, 2016). Donor interviewees in Rwanda were aware of these diverging 



121 

 

assessments but largely viewed their support to be aligned with government policies and 

indicated their limi ted influence over Rwandan policymaking (interviews 11, 34, 36, 43)15.  

The World Bank Program for Results (PforR) "Transformation of Agriculture Sector Phase 

3" in Rwanda is the first large-scale results-based aid agriculture programme in the world. 

Piloting PforR in agriculture is notable because agriculture is a productive sector with a 

strong influence of market forces. In contrast, PforR programmes are predominantly used 

in sectors with strong government influence like the provision of services or infrastructure 

(interview 11)16. Further, increasing agricultural productivity is highly complex. For 

instance, whether agricultural innovations are taken up depends on a variety of mostly 

unpredictable biological, physical and social factors, not least the weather (Holzapfel & 

Janus, 2015).  

As an aid modality, PforR complements the other two World Bank financing instruments, 

investment loans and development policy loans. Aid instruments can be placed on a 

spectrum ranging from tightly controlled and donor -driven project aid (like World Bank 

investment loans) towards programme-based aid, where the donor channels funding 

directly into a government budget, for instance through general budget support. On this 

spectrum, PforR belongs to the family of programme-based approaches and specifically 

results-based sector budget support, where funding is earmarked to a discrete sector 

(Koeberle & Stavreski, 2006)Ȣ 4ÈÅ "ÁÎËȭÓ ÍÏÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÉÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÅ 0ÆÏÒ2 ÁÓ Á ÎÅ× 

instrument can partly be attributed to stronger demand from developing countries for 

greater control over aid spending (Cormier, 2016). However, PforR also provides the World 

Bank with an opportunity to disburse funds more flexibly with comparatively slimmed 

down social and environmental safeguards (Alexander, 2011; Janus, 2014).  

The Rwandan Government has a clear preference for general budget and sector budget 

support over project aid because it has more control over how resources are spent 

(Swedlund, 2013). Nevertheless, Rwanda has a complicated history with budget support, 

as there have been repeated instances where donors suspended their budget support 

because of Rwandan military activity in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), 

causing the government to become more sceptical of this modality (Swedlund, 2013). 

                                                      
15  Interview 11: Donor official, September 2016 / Interview 34: Donor official, September 2016 / Interview 36: 

Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 43: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016  
16  Interview 11: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
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Further, the popularity of budget support among donors has declined significantly over 

the last decade, partly due to political risks and political costs linked justifying aid to the 

domestic stakeholder in donor countries (Koch, Leiderer, Faust, & Molenaers, 2017), 

despite increasingly strong evidence on the developmental effectiveness of budget support 

(Orth, Schmitt, Krisch, & Oltsch, 2017). In 2016, only the EU and New Zealand provided 

more than ten per cent of their bilateral aid through budget support, while all other 28 

OECD DAC members channelled the majority of aid through project aid (OECD, 2018). In 

this context, results-based sector-budget support like the PforR instrument can be viewed 

as a compromise between donor needs for accountability and reporting, while still 

providing partner governments with flexibility.  

The Rwandan agricultural sector mirrors these broader global trends. Ten different donors 

jointly financed 75 per cent of the agricultural policy framework (PSTA 3) from 2013-2018, 

while the Rwandan government contributed the remaining 25 per cent of funding. The 

majority of the donor contributions are provided through individual aid projects, whereas 

only about a quarter of donor funding is provided in the form of budget support by the 

EU, the UK and World Bank. The World Bank is the most significant donor in agriculture 

and accounts for 24 per cent of the total funding  of PSTA 3. Out of the World Bank share, 

16 per cent is project aid (three projects for irrigation, feeder roads and marshland 

development) and eight per cent is channelled through sector budget support (Program 

for Results).  

The main partner for the Worl d Bank is the Rwandan Ministry of Agriculture and Animal 

Resources (MINAGRI)17 and the PforR funds the implementation of the third phase of the 

Rwandan Strategic Plan for the Transformation of Agriculture (PSTA-3) from 2013-2018 

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ÓÅÔ ÏÆ ȰÄÉÓÂÕÒÓÅÍÅnt-linked indicaÔÏÒÓȱ ÔÁËÅÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ plan. The 

PforR aims "to increase and intensify the productivity of the Rwandan agricultural and 

livestock sectors and expand the development of value chains" (World Bank, 2014) and 

ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Ó ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÏÆ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÖÉÔÙȢ After 

PSTA-3 ended, the World Bank approved a second phase of the PforR that supports 

2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ 034!-ή ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÆÒÏÍ άΪΫβ ÕÎÔÉÌ άΪάή ÁÎÄ ÁÉÍÓ ÔÏ Ȱpromote the 

ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÖÁÌÕÅ ÃÈÁÉÎÓ ÉÎ 2×ÁÎÄÁȱ (World Bank, 2018b) 

                                                      
17  4ÈÒÏÕÇÈÏÕÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÅØÔ Ȱ-ÉÎÉÓÔÒÙ ÏÆ !ÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȱ ÏÒ -).!'2) ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 2×ÁÎÄÁÎ Ministry 

of Agriculture and Animal Resources (MINAGRI). 
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In absolute numbers, the World Bank provided USD 100 million in PforR funding from 

2012 to 2016, and the UK Department for International Development contributed GBP 34 

million over four years (2014-2018) as co-financing for the PforR. After 2016, the World 

Bank extended the PforR for two years and with USD 46 million of additional financing. 

According to later estimates (Woelcke & Reichhuber, 2017), PforR financing even 

accounted for about a quarter of the PSTA-3 budget (2013-2018). The second phase of the 

PforR, from 2018 until 2024, has an initial budget of USD 100 million. 

Apart from being the first PforR in agriculture globally, the Rwanda PforR in agriculture 

stands out as a supposed success story because most targets in the first phase were met 

and often exceeded. The World Bank lists as PforR achievements: ȰÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

168,592 hectares of land against soil erosion; irrigation of 15,757 hectares on hillsides and 

marshlands; development and introduction to farmers of 14 enhanced agricultural 

innovation technologies with an increase in the adoption rate from 25 per cent to 61.8 per 

cent; and the improvement of the average crop yield for cassava and coffee as well as 

ÁÖÅÒÁÇÅ ÄÁÉÌÙ ÙÉÅÌÄÓ ÏÆ ÍÉÌË ÐÅÒ ÃÏ×ȱ (2018b, p. 19). According to the World Bank, an 

independent review confirmed these results and gave the PforR a positive rating. The Bank 

ÁÌÓÏ ÃÏÎÆÉÄÅÎÔÌÙ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÄÅÓȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ 0ÆÏÒ2 ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅ 

instrument can have a positive impact on increasing institutional performance and 

ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÖÉÔÙȱ (World Bank, 2018b, p. 19).  

Given these successes, the objective of this analysis is to understand how these results 

were achieved in more detail, and particularly, whether the underlying causal mechanism 

was a results or adaptation mechanism, and what role the political economy of the 

Rwandan agricultural sector played. The analysis primarily focuses on the first phase of 

PforR implementation, 2012-2016, because the fieldwork was conducted in 2016. Later 

developments, including the approval of the second phase of PforR from 2018-2021, are 

taken into account, however.  

4.1. The results mechanism: is the PforR implemented according to plan and does it contribute to 

achieving intended results? 

Ȱ)Î 2×ÁÎÄÁȟ ÉÆ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÏÒÓȟ ÙÏÕ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÁÎÙ×ÈÅÒÅ 

ɀ ÉÔ ÉÓ Á ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÓÅÔ ÏÎ ÔÁÒÇÅÔÓȱ ɀ Rwandan Government Official (interview 107) 
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The World Bank PforR features a results framework that articulates how the Bank 

financing supports the Rwandan government in achieving its strategic goals in agriculture. 

Although the PforR does not have an explicit theory of change18, such a theory can be 

derived from the programme documents. The PforR results framework features two main 

program development objectives, four intermediate results areas, and 15 program 

indicators, including seven indicators that are linked to disbursements. From this general 

results framework, a causal results mechanism is derived, which focuses on a distilled set 

of causal links and relationships, to assess whether the intended incentivising effects 

across various principal-agent relationships are reached or not. Thereby, a relational 

perspective on foreign aid is applied, where aid is seen as a network of social relationships 

ȰÓÈÁÐÅÄ ÂÙ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ-specific and historically-derived configurations within broader fields 

ÏÆ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÓȱ (Eyben, 2010, p. 387).  

The analysis focuses on three sets of key relationships between the Rwandan Ministry of 

Agriculture and other stakeholders: 1) World Bank and other donors; 2) Rwandan 

governments agencies and local level administrations; 3) Non-government actors, 

including the private sector, civil society and farmers. Each of the stakeholder groups is 

explicitly mentioned in the results framework and needs to fulfil a specific role, in order 

for the PforR to achieve intended results. MINAGRI is the main actor because it is in 

charge of implementing agricultural policies and fundamentally determines the outcomes 

of the PforR programme. The aid delivery process, including the PforR in Rwanda, can be 

viewed as a series of hierarchical principal-agent relationships, where the principal defines 

a contract with an agent, in order to achieve a particular  task (Martens, Mummert, 

Murrell, & Seabright, 2002). Although  MINAGRI is the agent in its relationship with the 

World Bank, it becomes the principal in its relationship with lower levels of government 

and non-governmental actors.  

For each relationship, the causal path from activities to outcome is traced, and 

assumptions and risks are assessed at each step, from capacity change to behaviour change 

to direct benefit and well-being. The overarching theory of change of the results 

mechanism is that PforR activities, when carried out as planned, enable and motivate 

different stakeholders of the agriculture sector in Rwanda to change behaviour, which in 

                                                      
18  An independent assessment (Woelcke & Reichhuber, 2017) of the World Bank PforR in Rwanda in 

agriculture also derived such a theory of change from different programme documents and components.  



125 

 

turn leads to increases in agricultural productivity and ultimately improves  the well-being 

of the Rwandan people. 

Table 4: Results m echanism for World Bank PforR Rwanda  

Part   

X Activities and i nputs of Pf orR  
Ź                                             Ź                                          Ź 

Assumptions and r isks  

1) Design 
stage 

MINAGRI engages 
with World Bank and 
DFID in policy 
dialogue  

MINAGRI engages 
with other 
government 
entities 
horizontally ( other 
ministries) and 
vertically (local 
level) 

MINAGRI engages 
with non -
governmental 
actors, including 
farmers, private 
sector, civil society 

Reach assumption  
Does PforR reach target 
groups? Assume wide 
reach across three groups 

 Ź Ź Ź  

2) 
Implemen -
tatio n 

MINAGRI is 
supported by the 
World Bank and 
DFID to improve 
capacity to 
implement PforR 

Central and local 
level officials are 
trained to achieve 
PforR indicators 

Non-government 
organisations 
receive support to 
achieve PforR 
indicators 

Capacity change 
assumption  
Changes in knowledge, 
attitudes, skills, 
aspirations, 
and opportunities 

 Ź Ź Ź  

3) 
Verification  

MINAGRI and other 
government officials 
are incentivised to 
change behaviour/ 
World Bank trusts 
independent 
verification process 

Central and local 
level officials are 
incentivised to 
achieve PforR 
indicators 

Non-government 
organisations are 
incentivised to 
achieve PforR 
indicators 

Behaviour change 
assumption  Target reach 
group do things 
differently or use the 
intervention products  

 Ź    Ź    Ź     

4) 
Programme 
results  

MINAGRI reports 
improvements/  
World Bank trusts 
results and impact 

Agriculture sector 
and PforR 
indicators 
demonstrate 
improvements 

Agriculture sector 
and PforR 
indicators 
demonstrate 
improvements 

Direct benefit 
assumption  
Improvements in the 
state of individual 
beneficiaries 

 Ź    Ź Ź  

Y Improved agricultural product ivity  Well -being change 
assumption  

Source: Author 

Following the process-tracing method, two criteria - certainty and uniqueness ɀ are 

applied to assess the quality of evidence for the existence of given parts of the causal 

mechanism. Certainty can be teÓÔÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÁÐÐÌÙÉÎÇ ȰÈÏÏÐ ÔÅÓÔÓȱȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

predicted evidence updates confidence in the theory slightly and not finding evi dence 

disconfirms the theory (Befani & Mayne, 2014). One hoop test by itself does little to 

confirm a causal mechanism, but a series of independent hoop tests can significantly 

increase confidence in a given causal mechanism (Schmitt & Beach, 2015). Uniqueness can 

ÂÅ ÔÅÓÔÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ȰÓÍÏËÉÎÇ ÇÕÎ ÔÅÓÔÓȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÎÆÉÒÍ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ Á ÃÁÕÓÁÌ ÍÅÃÈÁÎÉÓÍ ÉÓ 
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working based on unique traces that are impossible under alternative explanations (Befani 

& Mayne, 2014). 

To test the evidence for the existence of the results causal mechanism, the causal 

mechanism is broken down into four key steps within the implementation of the PforR: 1) 

Design; 2) Implementation; 3) Verification; 4) Programme results. Further, each step of 

the causal chain is traced, for each of the three key relationships between MINAGRI and 

its stakeholder. Only if there is certain (tested through hoop tests) and unique (tested 

through smoking gun tests) evidence at each level, the existence of a results mechanism 

can be confirmed.  

 

The first key relationship is between the Ministry of Agriculture and the World Bank 

together with DFID, who co-financed the PforR. For the relationship between MINAGRI, 

the World Bank and DFID to work as theorised in the causal mechanism, four main steps 

need to take place. First, the design should have been open to inputs from all stakeholders 

and second, donors would have to provide effective capacity building support during 

implementation. Third, the verification process needs to be reliable and effective, and 

finally the results that are achieved lead to improved agricultural productivity and 

livelihoods. 

 The policy dialogue between MINAGRI and the World Bank had been extensive and 

inclusive during the design phase , as reported by multiple interviewees who either 

participated as part of the Rwandan government, the World Bank or on behalf of other 

stakeholders (interviews 32, 47, 80, 81, 97, 107)19. Participants reported about a series of 

workshops that took place over two months among mostly monitoring and evaluation 

experts across the Rwandan agriculture sector (interview 38)20. In the consultations, 

participants agreed on a results framework with key indicators for the PforR programme, 

closely aligning the PforR to the governments broader agricultural and economic 

strategies (Vision 2020, Economic Development and Poverty Reduction Strategy). In 

particular, the agricultural strategy PSTA-3, consisting of four main programmes, 24 sub-

                                                      
19  Interview 32: Donor consultant, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 47: Government official, Rwanda, 

November 2016 / Interview 80: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 81: Government official, 
Rwanda, September 2016 / Interview 97: Government official, Rwanda, September 2016 / Interview 107: 
Government official, Rwanda, October 2016. 

20  Interview 38: Donor official, Rwanda, November 2016. 
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programmes and 240 indicators formed the basis of what later became the results 

framework for PforR (interview 32)21.  

Most importantly, the PforR features seven disbursement-linked indicators, which upon 

achievement trigger disbursements by the Bank. Examples for DLIs are increases in 

terraced land area, increases of irrigated land, increases in yield for cassava, coffee and 

milk, as well as the adoption of agricultural innovations and new agricultural policies. For 

all DLIs, disbursements are made proportional up to 75 per cent of the target level, and 

above 75 per cent, the full amounts of payments are released (interview 107)22. Overall, 

Rwandan officials were firmly  in favour of the modality of PforR, arguing that a results-

oriented government with sound financial management like Rwanda should exercise 

ownership and determine how funds are used (interviews 34, 97, 100)23. Commenting on 

the original PforR design, Rwandan government officials praised the excellent fit between 

0ÆÏÒ2 ÁÎÄ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÁÓ ÍÕÔÕÁÌÌÙ ÒÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÉÎÇ ɉÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× βΫɊ24 and 

ÎÏÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ 0ÆÏÒ2 ÍÁÔÃÈÅÓ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÍÁËÅÓ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÄÅÌÉÖÅÒȱ ɉÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× 

74)25. 

In terms of capacity development , there are multiple ways of how the donors, World 

Bank and DFID, support capacity building and provide technical assistance to MINAGRI. 

The ÎÏÔÁÂÌÅ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 0ÆÏÒ2 ÉÓ ÍÁÉÎÓÔÒÅÁÍÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ -ÉÎÉÓÔÒÙȭÓ ÐÌÁÎÎÉÎÇ 

structures, meaning that there is no dedicated project implementation unit. Project 

implementation units are administrative structu res within ministries for donor -funded aid 

projects, often existing parallel to host country structures and diverting resources and 

skills away from public administrations (OECD, 2008). As a result, donor projects might 

be well managed, but partner country capacity is undermined in the long run. Despite the 

commitment from donors (OECD, 2005/2008) to limit their reliance on project 

implementation units, they are still widely used. In the Rwandan agriculture sector, there 

                                                      
21  Interview 32: Donor consultant, Rwanda, October 2016. 
22  Interview 107: Government official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
23  Interview 34: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016 / Interview 97: Government official, Rwanda, 

September 2016 / Interview 100: Government official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
24  Interview 81: Government official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
25  Interview 74: Government official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
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×ÅÒÅ ÔÈÒÅÅ Ȱ3ÉÎÇÌÅ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔ )ÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ 5ÎÉÔÓȱ26  in 2016: one for the African 

Development Bank, one for the International Fund for Agricultural Development and one 

for the World Bank (interview 96) 27. The SPIU wages can be double the wages of other 

ministry staff , and some have existed for more than 15 years, representing a parallel system 

that is set up to disburse donor funds according to donor requirements (interview 72)28.  

Against this background, it is notable that the PforR relies on the country system, instead 

ÏÆ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÁÎ ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÕÎÉÔ ÔÏ ÂÕÉÌÄ ȰÉÓÌÁÎÄÓ ÏÆ ÅØÃÅÌÌÅÎÃÅȱ ɉÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× αάɊ29. However, 

the department in MINAGRI in charge of PforR, the planning department, is relatively 

small and has many responsibilities beyond managing the PforR. Additionally, 

stakeholders in the agriculture sector still falsely view the planning department as the 

Ȱ0ÆÏÒ2 ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÕÎÉÔȱ (Woelcke & Reichhuber, 2017, p. 15), revealing 

prevalent expectations for how donor projects are administered.  

The specific PforR capacity building activities across MINAGRI and related entities include 

topics such as auditing, monitoring and evaluation, social and environmental 

management practices, and a human resources development plan (World Bank, 2014). In 

addition, DFID has set up a Technical Assistance Facility (Agri-TAF) within MINAGRI 

with a budget of GBP 4 million for 2016-2020, operated by an international consultancy, 

to provide additional resources, analysis and expertise (DFID, 2016). Key tasks include 

setting up a management information system (MIS) and enhancing capacities for cross-

cutting issues like gender, nutrition and climate change. Newly institutionalising the MIS 

is challenging from a technical as well a political point of view. Ideally, a MIS for 

agriculture can capture the disaggregated performance of a vast agricultural bureaucracy 

(different ministries, agencies, districts) adequately, is in alignment with existing 

management systems like Imihigo and is a widely respected and maintained system 

(interviews 32, 72)30. Some interviewees expressed their scepticism towards the MIS, such 

as one ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÉÎÇ Ȱ×Å ÁÒÅ ÂÕÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ×Å ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÎÅÅÄȱ ɉÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ΰɊ31, while 

                                                      
26  3ÉÎÃÅ άΪΪβȟ 2×ÁÎÄÁ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÃÏÎÓÏÌÉÄÁÔÉÎÇ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÅ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÕÎÉÔÓ ÉÎÔÏ ÏÎÅ Ȱ3ÉÎÇÌÅ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔ 
)ÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ 5ÎÉÔÓȱ ɉ30)5ÓɊ ÆÏÒ ÅÁÃÈ ÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÙȟ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅ ÓÔÁÆÆ ÒÅÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÅÒÔÉÓÅȟ ÒÅÄuce 
duplication and enhance overall coordination (Versailles, 2012). In general, success of this reform has varied 
ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÌÉÎÅ ÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÉÅÓ ÂÕÔ ÅØÐÅÒÔÓ ÁÒÇÕÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅ 30)5Ó ÓÔÒÅÁÍÌÉÎÅÄ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ 
contributed greatly to implementation a ÎÄ ÄÅÌÉÖÅÒÙȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÓÅÃÔÏÒȱ ɉ!'2!ȟ άΪΫβȟ ÐȢ 
124). 

27  Interview 96: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
28  Interview 72: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
29  Interview 72: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
30  Interview 32: Donor consultant, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 72: Donor official, Rwanda, October 

2016. 
31  Interview 6: Donor consultant, Rwanda, October 2016. 
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others were more optimistic and expressed their hope for gradual improvements of the 

MIS (interviews 20, 72)32.  

Apart from the MIS, the PforR has also contributed to the updating of the agriculture 

policy (Republic of Rwanda, 2018) and the public expenditure review (Tuyishime, Ghins, 

& Baborska, 2017). The agriculture policy from 2018 is notable because it balances the 

ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÖÉÔÙ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÆ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÒÅÆÏÒÍÓ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÍÏÒÅ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ȰÆÏÏÄ 

security, nutritional health and sustainable agricultural growth from a productive, green 

and market-ÌÅÄ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÅÃÔÏÒȱ (Republic of Rwanda, 2018). Similarly, the public 

expenditure review documents that expenditures for input subsidies and off-farm 

irrigation represented almost 80 per cent of policy transfers (expenditure excluding 

administrative costs) to agriculture from 2011/2012 until 2015/2016, emphasizing a focus on 

intensification and productivity of government priority crops (Tuyishime et al., 2017). The 

review thereby critically highlighted reform challenges in the sector, such as the 

underinvestment in agricultural research, training, technical assistance and extension. 

With aid modalities that are focused on providing financial resources, complementary 

capacity development measures play a vital role (Schmitt & Krisch, 2017). For the PforR in 

Rwanda, the donors hope that capacity development measures help to increase the impact 

of PforR financing through creating spillover effects across the Rwandan agriculture sector 

and beyond, in particular towards improving accountability and transparency (interview 

11)33. Yet, for results-based approaches like PforR, there is also the ÒÉÓË ÏÆ ȰÉÎÓÔÒÕÍÅÎÔÁÌ 

ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÍÁÉÎÌÙ ÇÅÁÒÅÄ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÆÁÃÉÌÉÔÁÔÉÎÇ ÁÉÄ ÄÉÓÂÕÒÓÅÍÅÎÔÓ 

(Keijzer & Janus, 2014). In worst cases, instrumental capacity building only improves the 

administration of a given aid project but fails to have an impact on the broader 

institutional environment. There is also a risk that newly institutionalised processes end 

ÕÐ ÁÓ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅÓ ÆÏÒ ȰÉÓÏÍÏÒÐÈÉÃ ÍÉÍÉÃÒÙȱȟ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÎÄÅÎÃÙ ÔÏ ÍÉÍÉÃ ÂÅÓÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ 

ÆÕÌÆÉÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÔÕÁÌ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÁÎ ÌÅÁÄ ÔÏ ÐÅÒÐÅÔÕÁÔÉÎÇ ȰÃÁÐÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÒÁÐÓȱ (Andrews 

et al., 2013). For the PforR, it is too early to assess long-term sustainability impacts of the 

capacity building measures. But the overall approach to mainstream capacity development 

underlines the potential for the PforR to achieve intended results. 

                                                      
32  Interview 20: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 72: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
33  Interview 11: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
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For the verification  process, the theory of results-based aid suggests that an independent 

third party (e.g. private consultancy) should be in charge, and not the donor or host 

government, to avoid conflicts of interest (Janus & Klingebiel, 2014). Under the PforR 

ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÃÒÅÄÉÂÌÅ ÖÅÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȱ (World Bank, 2011), however, the partner itself can also 

be tasked with verifying results. In the first phase of the PforR (2013-2018), MINAGRI was 

in charge of collecting all data on results achieved (interview 81)34, while the Prime 

-ÉÎÉÓÔÅÒȭÓ /ÆÆÉÃÅ ɉ0-/Ɋ ÖÅÒÉÆÉÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÖÁÌÉÄÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÓ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎË ÒÅÌÅÁÓed 

payments. Involving PMO is in line with its mandate to audit other parts of the 

government. Yet, interviewees reported various problems in the verification process, such 

as funding delays or insufficient knowledge about the agricultural sector on the side of 

PMO (interviews 43, 63, 97)35. In the second PforR phase from 2018 on, the verification 

ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ×ÁÓ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÄ ÔÏ Á ȰÍÏÒÅ ÒÉÇÏÒÏÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÒÁÎÓÐÁÒÅÎÔ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÂÙ ÂÁÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

ÖÅÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅÓ ÏÆ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÕÄÉÔÉÎÇ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȱȢ 4ÈÅ ÎÅ× ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÎÏ× 

involves the Rwandan Ministry of Finance (MINECOFIN), the Office of the Rwandan 

Auditor General (OAG) and external audits commissioned by the World Bank.  

The changes in the verification process emphasise the crucial role of verification in results-

based approaches. Whether Rwanda receives PforR financing depends on to what extent 

disbursement-linked indicators have been verified and ÔÈÅ ÄÏÎÏÒȭÓ ÔÒÕÓÔ ÉÎ the verification 

process. Verification is also closely linked to the quality of the reported results. Although 

formally all disbursement relevant results have been achieved, there are persisting 

discrepancies between reported results and observations on the ground, as pointed out by 

the independent review of PforR (Woelcke & Reichhuber, 2017), academic research on the 

quality of agricultural data in Rwanda ɉ!ÎÓÏÍÓ ÅÔ ÁÌȢȟ άΪΫβȠ $ÅÓÉÅÒÅȟ 3ÔÁÅÌÅÎÓȟ Ǫ $ȭ(ÁÅÓÅȟ 

2016) and several interviewees.  

First, MINAGRI only compiles data and data collection is spread across several entities, 

like the Rwanda Agriculture Board, the National Agriculture Export Board or the Single 

Project Delivery Unit. These entities, in turn , rely on data that is collected by district or 

sector agronomists, often working with different ways of aggregating agricultural data and 

no common definition on reporting specific indicators (intervie ws 15, 20, 108)36. The 

interviews at the district level with agronomists and planners confirmed that agricultural 

                                                      
34  Interview 81: Government official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
35  Interview 43: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016 / Interview 63: Government official, Rwanda, October 

2016 / Interview 97: Government official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
36  Interview 15: Government official, Rwanda November 2016 / Interview 20: Donor official, Rwanda, 

October 2016 / Interview 108: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
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indicators were standardised in district planning documents, but that there was no 

standardised methodology for collecting data on indicators.  

Moreover, district and sector agronomist are often not qualified enough, or they have to 

cover too many different crops to do high-quality reporting (interviews 43, 58)37. As a 

result of these capacity constraints, officials often improvise how they collect agricultural 

data (interviews 15, 56, 58)38. Nevertheless, the pressure to perform for government 

officials, including at the local level, is so high that reported numbers can diverge from 

reality (interviews 34, 58, 59)39. One donor official mentioned that the numbers for 

hectares irrigated and terraced exceeded the total number of available land in Rwanda 

(interview 108)40.  

Further discrepancies have been unpacked by the independent PforR review (Woelcke & 

Reichhuber, 2017) that triangulated results reported by MINAGRI with ot her sources like 

the agricultural survey produced by the Rwandan National Institute of Statistics or the 

public expenditure review for the agriculture sector. Some of the discrepancies are due to 

measurement errors, while others might potentially be addressed by the new monitoring 

information system. Still , two more significant challenges will remain. First, the quality of 

self-reported administrative data is prone to accuracy, timeliness and comprehensiveness 

problems (Jerven, 2013), especially in results-based programmes (Holzapfel & Janus, 2015; 

Sandefur & Glassman, 2015). Second, Huggins (2017, p. 98) points out a key feature of the 

ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÓÅÃÔÏÒ ÉÎ 2×ÁÎÄÁȡ Ȱ7ÈÉÌÅ 2×ÁÎÄÁÎ ÄÁÔÁ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ ×ÁÙÓ 

impressive, the government oftÅÎ ÄÅÐÌÏÙÓ ȬÔÈÉÎ ÄÁÔÁȭ ɉ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓ ÏÎ ÑÕÁÎÔÉÔÁÔÉÖÅ 

ÄÁÔÁɊ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÓ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÉÎÓÉÇÈÔ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÏÒ ÈÏÕÓÅÈÏÌÄ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÆÏÒÍȱȢ  

These dynamics are observable in the PforR programme results , too. Rwanda has 

achieved most PforR results and received full disbursements. Still, there has been a general 

scepticism among donors, whether reported PforR results adequately reflect progress in 

the agriculture sector (interview 17)41. Apart from the issue of data reliability, there are two 

                                                      
37  Interview 43: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016 / Interview 58: Researcher, Rwanda, November 2016. 
38  Interview 15: Government official, Rwanda, November 2016 / Interview 56: Local government official, 

Rwanda, October 16 / Interview 58: Researcher, Rwanda, November 2016. 
39  Interview 34: Donor official, September 2016 / Interview 58: Researcher, Rwanda, November 2016 / 

Interview 59: Donor official, Rwanda, November 2016. 
40  Interview 108: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
41  Interview 17: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
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critical  challenges for linking PforR financing more closely to development outcomes in 

agriculture. First, the lack of donor coordination and the prevalence of project 

implementation units are important confounding factors. For example, the PforR 

indicators for i rrigation and terracing, to a large extent, depend on the work of a project 

implementation unit that is also financed by the World Bank. It is , therefore, possible that 

ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎË ȰÐÁÙÓȱ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔ Ô×ÉÃÅȟ ÏÎÃÅ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÆÕÎÄÉÎÇ Á 0)5 ÁÎÄ ÏÎÃÅ ÆÏr 

funding MINAGRI through PforR. Further, PforR disbursements were likely made on the 

basis of results that have been achieved in the agricultural sector through projects funded 

by other donors. Over the period 2013-2018, estimates for World Bank funding to the SPIU 

as well as contributions by the EU to agriculture were higher than PforR funding (World 

Bank, 2014).  

The second key factor is that the main driver for the agricultural performance of 

stakeholders in Rwandan is the Imihigo system. However, donors typically do not have 

insights into how Imihigo targets are set and how they affect a given aid intervention like 

PforR (interviews 41, 45)42 . According to Huggins (2017), the Imihigo system of 

performance contracts allows the government to demonstrate reform successes to an 

international audience but is not open for external inputs but rather set in a top-down 

manner by the central government. In addition, the Rwandan government deliberately 

frames Imihigo as an indigenoÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÌÏÃÁÌÌÙ ÆÉÔÔÅÄ ÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÍÁËÅÓ ÉÔ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÆÏÒ 

ÅØÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÁÃÔÏÒÓ ÔÏ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÙ ÉÔÓ ÃÏÅÒÃÉÖÅ ÄÉÍÅÎÓÉÏÎȱ (Huggins, 2017, p. 99). 

The main question for the relationships between donors and the Rwandan government in 

the PforR, therefore, is to what extent the programme results represent an added value or 

genuine contribution to develoÐÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÁÂÌÅ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ 

lives. Most donor interviewees suggested that there is a credible contribution of PforR to 

the overall agriculture sector results, while at the same time, many of the documented 

results were achieved regardless of PforR (interview 17)43. Hence, donors hoped that the 

capacity development measures that were gradually expanded throughout PforR 

implementation could become a vital contribution of the PforR intervention. Such effects, 

though, are challenging to assess currently but might materialise over the next phase of 

agricultural reforms in Rwanda. 

                                                      
42  Interview 41: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016 / Interview 45: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
43  Interview 17: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
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For the first PforR phase, the results mechanism operationalised above confirms that that 

PforR has credibly contributed to programme results because each part of the mechanism 

has been confirmed to work as intended through a series of hoop tests. Yet, the analysis 

was not able find a ȰÓÍÏËÉÎÇ ÇÕÎȱ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 0ÆÏÒ2 ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÈÁÓ ÄÅÌÉÖÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ 

since there were multiple competing development interventions and other factors 

alongside the PforR contributing to agricultural results. 

 

The intra-governmental relationships between MINAGRI and other government entities 

critically determine whether and how the PforR can lead to development outcomes. 

Therefore, it is tested to what extent the relationships work according to the theorised 

principal -agent pattern and how these relationships affect the different phases of PforR 

implementation. There are two main types of MINAGRI intragovernmental relationships: 

horizontal level relations to other ministries and vertical level relations between central 

and local governments.  

The primary relationship on the horizontal level is between MINAGRI and the Ministry 

of Finance and Economic Planning (MINECOFIN) , which is responsible for all macro-

planning and budgeting. It is considered to be the most powerful ministry in Rwanda and 

therefore is the principal in the relationship with MINAGRI (interview s 43, 45)44 . 

MINECOFIN was also the main driver behind implementing the PforR in agriculture 

because it had been the first ministry in Rwanda to implement a PforR project with the 

Public Sector Governance Program for Results that started in 2014. Based on this 

experience, MINECOFIN and waÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÓÔÁÒÔÉÎÇ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ 0ÆÏÒ2 ÉÎ Á ȰÍÁÔÕÒÅ ÓÅÃÔÏÒȱ 

(interview 100)45. A donor consultant called the choice to start a PforR in Rwandan 

ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ȰÁ ÎÏ-ÂÒÁÉÎÅÒȱ ɉÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× έάɊ46 ÇÉÖÅÎ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ ÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÍÁÃÒÏ-level policies, a 

track record of successful World Bank projects and a detailed agricultural reform strategy.  

Further, MINECOFIN is the only Rwandan ministry that is mandated to discuss financing 

directly with donors, and all budget-related decisions are made by them (interview 43)47. 

PforR funds are paid directly into the Rwandan national budget, and MINECOFIN is 

                                                      
44  Interview 43: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016 / Interview 45: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
45  Interview 100: Government official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
46  Interview 32: Donor consultant, October 2016. 
47  Interview 43: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
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responsible for distributing these funds to respective ministries and lower tiers of 

government, such as the 30 districts (World Bank, 2014). In theory, MINECOFIN can 

allocate PforR funds in any way that it deems necessary for achieving PforR results in line 

with the underlying results -based aid idea (interview 6)48. It could, therefore, choose to 

allocate PforR funds to the ministries for infrastructure or environment, for example, if 

MINECOFIN believed this was more effective for reaching agricultural results (interview 

100)49. As a response, the donors earmark PforR agriculture funds and expect that these 

mainly go towards MINAGRI. Such restrictions, however, contradict the idea of granting 

the government greater flexibility in determining the means for achieving results. A 

Rwandan official commented that the PforR should only care about outcomes and 

×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅ ÉÓ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÒÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÓÅÒÖÅÄ 

ÂÅÔÔÅÒȟ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ ȰÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅ ×ÈÏ ÄÉÄ ×ÈÁÔȱ ɉÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ήαɊ50.  

Throughout the first PforR phase, multiple cases of funding delays caused the donors to 

worry that the agricultural sector did not receive enough resources (interviews 58, 107)51. 

-).!'2)ȭÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÁÒÅ ÁÌÉÇÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÄÏÎÏÒÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÅÙ 

advocated for the timely and full release of disbursements from MINECOFIN (interview 

72)52. Hence, donors try to use the PforR to empower MINAGRI vis-à-vis MINECOFIN and 

donors want to avoid that MINAGRI is used as a ȰÆÕÎÄÒÁÉÓÅÒȱ ÆÏÒ -).%#/&). ɉÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× 

108)53. Donors have also pushed to conduct expenditure reviews for agriculture annually 

(interview 72)54, while previously expenditure reviews were only written about once in five 

years (last expenditure review in 2011). Ideally, these reviews lead to greater transparency 

and accountability in budget allocation and execution. However, it also has to be noted 

that all financial aid resources are fungible, and resources intended for specific 

expenditures can always be used for different purposes (Leiderer, 2012).  

In addition to budget planning, MINECOFIN plays a central role in administering the 

Imihigo performance contracts . Imihigo is a homegrown results-based management 

tool, built on a Rwandan tradition of people pledging targets for themselves (Hasselskog, 

2018). It was introduced by the Ministry of Local Government (MINALOC) in 2006 

                                                      
48  Interview 6: Donor consultant, Rwanda, October 2016. 
49  Interview 100: Government official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
50  Interview 47: Government official, Rwanda, November 2016. 
51  Interview 58: Researcher, Rwanda, November 2016 / Interview 107: Government official, Rwanda, October 

2016. 
52  Interview 72: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
53  Interview 108: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
54  Interview 72: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
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originally as a planning and accountability mechanism for districts and later expanded 

into other areas of public and private life, including families (Kamuzinzi, 2016; Rwiyereka, 

2014). MINECOFIN has taken on the central role in administering the Imihigo system and 

uses Imihigos to link national planning and budgeting across all levels of government 

(interview 63) 55. Imihigo targets are drawn from national or sector reform strategies, 

approved by MINECOFIN and then signed annually in the form of contractual pledges 

across all government levels from ministers down towards local officials. At the ministerial 

level, MINECOFIN has also introduced sector Imihigos to assess several ministries jointly 

on their performance. The Institute of Policy Analysis and Research (IPAR), a think tank, 

has been tasked with undertaking Imihigo assessments and publishes an annual report.  

Donors are largely in favour of the Imihigo system because it improves the administration 

of their  aid projects and is presented by the Rwandan government in a donor friendly 

ÄÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÔÉÏÎȱ (Hasselskog, 2016). Although donors are 

consulted at the planning stage of some Imihigos, the system is mostly a domestic 

government affair with little outside influence ( interviews 18, 63)56. There are multiple 

areas where PforR interacts with the Imihigo system, and mainly, both reinforce each other 

(interviews 9, 25, 97, 107)57. One government official noted that the PforR helps to focus 

and prioritise among Imihigo targets (interview 25)58. Concerning PforR, Imihigo is the 

primary supportive performance framework, which includes mechanisms for monitoring, 

evaluating, comparing and rewarding/punishing performance, for all Rwandan 

stakeholders. A Rwandan official explained that government employees would lose their 

jobs once they perform under 60 per cent and get a warning if performance drops below 

70 per cent, no matter at what level of government they work (interview 100)59. On the 

other hand, there are public ceremonies and prizes for people and districts that perform 

well in their Imihigo assessments.  

The crucial administrative level for Imihigo is the district -level, where district 

development plans effectively tie central government priorities to local level 

                                                      
55  Interview 63: Government official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
56  Interview 18: Donor official, Rwanda, November 2016 / Interview 63: Government official, Rwanda, October 

2016. 
57  Interview 9: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016 / Interview 25: Government official, Rwanda,  

October 16 / Interview 97: Government official, Rwanda, September 2016 / Interview 107: Government 
official, Rwanda, October 2016. 

58  Interview 25: Government official, Rwanda,  October 2016. 
59  Interview 100: Government official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
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implementation. At the district level, there are substantial overlaps between indicators in 

district plans and PforR indicators, especially regarding targets for yields, irrigation and 

terracing. However, the highest share of agricultural indicators in district development 

plans were targets from RwanÄÁȭÓ ÃÒÏÐ ÉÎÔÅÎÓÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÍÅ ɉ#)0Ɋ, even though 

research indicates that the policy has done little to promote food security (Cioffo et al., 

2016; Del Prete, Ghins, Magrini, & Pauw, 2019; Paul et al., 2018). Especially, targets for land-

use consolidation and priority crops from the CIP are heavily promoted at the district level, 

as six respondents pointed out (interviews 3, 50, 56, 57, 66, 94)60 . Further, district 

development plans are formulated for five years and are medium to long-term oriented, 

whereas Imihigo targets are updated annually and are focused on short-term targets.  

District planners and agronomists were mostly unaware of the PforR programme but 

mentioned national policy frameworks and district strategies as their main priority for 

their Imihigos (interviews 3, 50, 56, 57, 66, 94)61. Besides, planners at the local level will 

choose some targets in their Imihigos themselves, if they are sure to achieve results. One 

ÌÏÃÁÌ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÅÄ Ȱ×Å ÐÕÔ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÉÎ Imihigo because they are big; we would be 

stupid not ÔÏ ÐÕÔ ÔÈÉÓȟ ×Å ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÓÈÏ×ȱ ɉÉnterview 56)62. Another local official added: 

ȰÔÁËÅ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÏÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÆÕÎÄÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÁÎÄ ÐÕÔ ÔÈÅÍ ÉÎ Imihigoȱ ɉÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× γήɊ63. 

The other horizontal relationships of MINAGRI  are on more equal terms, such as with 

the Ministry of Local Government (MINALOC), the Ministry of Natural Re sources 

(MINIRENA), the Ministry of Trade, the Rwanda Development Board (RDB) and the Prime 

-ÉÎÉÓÔÅÒȭÓ /ÆÆÉÃÅ ɉ0-/ɊȢ /ÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÉÓ ÔÏ 

MINALOC, as it oversees the districts and district agronomists, who are vital for achieving 

0ÆÏÒ2 ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȢ 7ÈÅÎ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÉÎÇ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ -).!'2)ȭÓ ÈÏÒÉÚÏÎÔÁÌ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐÓ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÔÈÅ 

different parts of the causal mechanism (design, implementation, verification and results) 

it is noticeable that despite, various provisions for cooperation across ministries, joint 

                                                      
60  Interview 3: Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 50: Local government official, 

Rwanda, November 2016 / Interview 56: Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 57: 
Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 66: Local government official, Rwanda, 
October 2016 / Interview 94: Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016. 

61  Interview 3: Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 50: Local government official, 
Rwanda, November 2016 / Interview 56: Local government official, Rwanda, October 16 / Interview 57: Local 
government official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 66: Local government official, October 2016 / 
Interview 94: Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016. 

62  Interview 56: Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
63  Interview 94: Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
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processes and collaboration is low. Only MINECOFIN takes an active role in PforR across 

all phases (from design to results). 

Apart from the horizontal relationships, MINAGRI has vertical relations  with other units 

of government, most notably the Rwanda Agriculture Board (RAB), the National 

Agricultural Export Board (NAEB), the Single Project Implementation Units (SPIUs) and 

local district governments. These relationships should follow a top-down hierarchy, where 

lower levels need to implement strategic decisions by MINAGRI and are accountable to 

MINAGRI. Nevertheless, the Single Project Implementation Unit has a high degree of 

autonomy and is mostly accountable to donors directly, and policy documents list it as a 

separate entity from MINAGRI. Still, the SPIUS have been responsible for spending a 

significant share of agricultural expenditures and delivering the bulk of agricultural results 

reported (Tuyishime et al., 2017).  

RAB and NAEB are responsible for implementing agricultural policies, while MINAGRI is 

responsible for setting policies, conducting sectoral strategic planning, and undertaking 

monitoring and evaluation as well as capacity building (Republic of Rwanda, 2018, 

interview 10)64. Therefore, RAB and NAEB are more accountable to MINAGRI than the 

SPIU but remain relatively independent, given their size, breadth of mandates and links 

to the local level. MINAGRI only has around 50 staff members, whereas RAB has about 

400 (interviews 10, 34)65. Even the SPIU (67) and NAEB (71) have more staff members than 

MINAGRI. RAB also has district-level officials working for it, thereby exerting significant 

local level influence across the country. At the district level, MINAGRI, there fore, has little 

direct influence and mostly has to rely on the agricultural agencies to take up PforR results 

and promote them. 

In terms of decentralisation in agriculture, there are significant gaps in transferring funds 

and authority towards the local level. Agricultural services and extension are strongly 

centralised. In this context, PforR has limited buy-in, and the planning department of 

MINAGRI has to rely a lot on advocating for PforR vis-à-vis other government entities and 

has little enforcement power. Up to 80 per cent of district budgets are earmarked for 

                                                      
64  Interview 10: Donor consultant, Rwanda, October 2016. 
65  Interview 10: Donor consultant, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 34: Donor official, September 2016. 
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predefined purposes and activities set by the central government (interviews 3, 32)66. 

Starting from the district and sector agronomists and down to cells and villages, there are 

officials or farmers working for the government. Jointly, they ensure that governmental 

ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÅÎÆÏÒÃÅÄȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÏÉÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÒÏÐÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÇÒÏ×Îȡ Ȱ7Å 

know where to put which crops, we have a list of selected crops with high comparative 

ÁÄÖÁÎÔÁÇÅȱ (interview 58)67 for each agro-ecological zone.  

$ÉÓÔÒÉÃÔ ÐÌÁÎÎÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÇÒÏÎÏÍÉÓÔ ×ÏÒË ×ÉÔÈ ȰÆÁÒÍÅÒ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÅÒÓȱ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ ÉÎ ÃÈÁÒÇÅ ÏÆ 

organising farmer groups, particularly for keeping track of fertiliser and seed distribution 

(interview 56, 57, 66, 94)68. An ÅØÔÅÎÓÉÏÎ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰTwigire Muhinzi ȱ ×ÁÓ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ 

in 2014 to put farmer promoters and farmer field schools in charge of keeping lists for the 

distribution of subsidi sed fertil isers and seeds (interviews 39, 90)69. 15-20 farmers form a 

Twigire group and farmers who are not part of Twigire Muhinzi do not have access to these 

fertil isers and seeds (interviews 14, 39, 66)70.  

In contrast to the strict top -down structures of enforcement, local officials point out that 

they engage in organising community and farmer participation, which leads to bottom -up 

targets to be included in planning documents next to targets from the central government 

(interview 3, 50, 56, 66, 90, 94)71. Various participatory meetings like Umuganda (a 

monthly community workday), citize n gatherings and joint action forums regularly take 

place and can inform policymaking (interview 19, 50, 61)72. However, many of these 

meetings are geared towards information exchange and coordination, instead of 

encouraging feedback regarding agricultural policies (interview 49) 73 . Civil society 

members commented that citizen participation in planning and monitoring was low and 

                                                      
66  Interview 3: Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 32: Donor consultant, Rwanda, 

October 2016. 
67  Interview 58: Researcher, Rwanda, November 2016. 
68  Interview 56: Local government official, Rwanda, October 16 / Interview 57: Local government official, 

Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 66: Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 94: 
Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016. 

69  Interview 39: Government official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 90: Local government official, 
Rwanda, October 2016. 

70  Interview 14: Government official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 39: Government official, Rwanda, 
October 2016 / Interview 66: Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016. 

71  Interview 3: Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 50: Local government official, 
Rwanda, November 2016 / Interview 56: Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 66: 
Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 90: Local government official, Rwanda, 
October 2016 / Interview 94: Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016. 

72  Interview 19: Government official, Rwanda, November 2016 / Interview 50: Local government official, 
Rwanda, November 2016 / Interview 61: Researcher, Rwanda, October 2016. 

73  Interview 49: Civil society, Rwanda, October 2016. 
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that citizens are mainly part of policy implementation and do not participate in planning 

and review (interview 49, 51, 103)74. 

Overall, there are strong principal-agent relationships at the horizontal and vertical level 

across Rwandan government entities in agriculture. At the horizontal level, the main 

driver for achieving development results in the agriculture sector is MINECOFIN rather 

than MINAGRI because it sets incentives for performance through the Imihigo system 

across all PforR phases: design, capacity building, implementation and results reporting. 

On the vertical level, there are strong principal-agent relationships between central and 

local levels of government. There is no substantial evidence that MINAGRI is able to assert 

itself directly tow ards the districts. But the combination of central -level actors like 

MINECOFIN, the agricultural agencies (RAB, NAEB) and the SPIU ensure that agricultural 

policies are implemented at the local level, again reinforced through the Imihigo system.   

 

Turning to the third key set of relationships, this section assesses how MINAGRI engages 

with non -governmental actors, particularly farmers, cooperatives, the private sector as 

such and civil society in the context of PforR. Based on the results theory of change, it is 

expected that MINAGRI interacts with these different actors in a series of principal-agent 

relationships, where MINAGRI acts as the principal and non-governmental actors are the 

agents.  

When analysing farmers , it is critical  to distinguish between medium to large farmers and 

smallholder farmers. The average plot size in Rwanda is about 1.5 hectares, and more than 

70 per cent of the population cul tivate the food they eat. Many subsistence farmers do not 

own land and work as day labourers. The poorest farmers therefore mainly engage with 

the government through the top-down structures described above, starting with farmer 

promoters within the Twigire Muhinzi  extension system. Throughout Rwanda, chronic 

malnutrition or stunting, which signals that children are growing too slowly, is still 

pervasive, with stunting levels being high (over 30 per cent) or very high (over 40 per cent) 

in most districts (World Bank, 2018c). Medium and large farmers, however, have a 

different relationship to the government, especially the farmers who are members of 

                                                      
74  Interview 49: Civil society, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 51: Civil society, Rwanda, October 2016 / 

Interview 103: Civil society, Rwanda, October 2016. 



140 

cooperatives. Cooperatives participate more extensively in various government and 

donor-funded agricultural programmes, including for sourcing fertil isers and seeds, 

receiving extension services, financing and machinery (interview 39)75.  

There has been criticism towards government agricultural policies for not reaching 

vulnerable groups, which also applies to the PforR (interview 108)76. In response, one 

donor official pointed out that in the first phase of the PforR, one disbursement-linked 

indicator targeted cassava, which is considered food for the poorest (interview 72)77. In the 

second phase of the PforR, the focus of activities shifted towards the private sector. A Bank 

document mentions that the  Ȱ0ÆÏÒ2 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍȭÓ ÅÍÐhasis on private sector development in 

agriculture is unlikely to be the most effective instrument for reducing poverty amongst 

the extreme poor and marginalised ɀ landless, for instance ɀbut it is the most impactful 

for graduating the largest number of hoÕÓÅÈÏÌÄÓ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÔÏ ÂÕÔ ÂÅÌÏ× ÔÈÅ ÐÏÖÅÒÔÙ ÌÉÎÅȱ 

(World Bank, 2018b, p. 92).  

According to a donor consultant (interview 6)78, the link between the PforR and individual 

farmers is broken because MINAGRI staff are not incentivised to translate PforR results 

into their Imihigo planning cycle, which in turns affects districts and farmers. At the 

district -level, government policies are typically reinforced by the Imihigo system and 

determine fundamental farming decisions by all farmers, including the choice of crops, 

the permissible uses for different types of land, available agricultural inputs or the type of 

extension services used (interviews 44, 59)79. There are reports about farmers who practice 

multi -cropping or grow non-priority crops on land that has been designated for 

consolidated land-use, whose crops were uprooted by district agronomists. According to 

one government official (interview 97)80, uprooting of crops used to be more frequent in 

2013-2014 but has become less frequent because farmers have learned to comply with  

government policies.  

Donors have firmly  pushed the promotion of the priv ate sector  and private investments 

in agriculture, including the second phase of the PforR, which has been strongly reoriented 

towards this direction. For private investors, it can be attractive to work with the Rwandan 

                                                      
75  Interview 39: Government official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
76  Interview 108: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
77  Interview 72: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
78  Interview 6: Donor consultant, Rwanda, October 2016. 
79  Interview 44: Donor official, Rwanda, November 2016 / Interview 59: Donor official, Rwanda, November 

2016. 
80  Interview 97: Government official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
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ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ "ÁÎËȭÓ 2017 index of doing business ranks Rwanda ranks 

as the second easiest country to do business for sub-Saharan Africa. Transparency 

)ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȭÓ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÃÏÒÒÕÐÔÉÏÎ ÉÎÄÅØ ÆÏÒ άΪΫΰ ÒÁÎËÓ 2×ÁÎÄÁ ÁÔ ίΪ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ Ϋαΰ 

countries (MacNairn & Davis, 2018). Still , the geographical conditions of being a hilly 

landlocked country make large-scale commercial agriculture challenging. Although  there 

are signs of growing activities of small-medium enterprises in agriculture, the agriculture 

sector continues to be primarily  dominated by the Rwandan government, either directly 

through policies or indirectly through state -owned companies (interview 59)81.  

Donors have promoted more private sector engagement in agriculture through various 

initiati ves, including through establishing investment promotion policies (interview 59)82. 

A critical  issue in this context has been land-rights and understanding what land is 

available for private companies. A common criticism is that the government applies a 

ȰÈÅÁÖÙ ÈÁÎÄ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȱ ÉÎ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÂÙ ÄÒÁÆÔÉÎÇ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ 

plans themselves while neglecting to listen to farmers (interview 72, 108)83. Another 

criticism is the choice of priority crops. In particular , maize and rice are promoted by the 

government but do not feature among a typical Rwandan diet that instead is based on 

beans, potatoes, bananas and cassava as staple crops (interview 44)84.  

Regarding the role of civil society ÉÎ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÓÅÃÔÏÒȟ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓ 

noted that civil society organisations are mainly seen as service providers by the 

government and that there is hardly space for them to express political opinions or 

criticism towards the government (interviews 75, 88) 85. A successful strategy for civil 

society work, however, has been advocacy built on analysis and evidence (interviews 6, 51, 

75)86Ȣ /ÎÅ ÃÉÖÉÌ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙ ÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÅÄȡ Ȱ)Æ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÆÁÃÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ, then you can 

discuss with the ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȟ ÂÕÔ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÁÒÅ ÓÔÒÏÎÇÅÒȱ ɉÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ίΫɊ87. 

Regarding PforR, there has been a dedicated project since 2016, funded by the PforR and 

carried out by Transparency International Rwanda, in two districts to improve civil society 

                                                      
81  Interview 59: Donor official, Rwanda, November 2016. 
82  Interview 59: Donor official, Rwanda, November 2016. 
83  Interview 72: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 108: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
84  Interview 44: Donor official, Rwanda, November 2016. 
85  Interview 75: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 88: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
86  Interview 6: Donor consultant, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 51: Civil society, Rwanda, October 2016 / 

Interview 75: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
87  Interview 51: Civil society, Rwanda, October 2016. 
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participation and input in district planning (World Bank, 2018b, p. 36). The key idea is to 

create space for citizens to contribute to Imihigos, do results-based planning and feed their 

views into needs assessments, rather than letting policy-makers take over these functions 

(interview 49) 88. The project also supports citizens to participate in planning, monitoring 

and implementation of agriculture projects and give their feedback to district officials. 

This initiative could potentially improve citizen engagement and create a better link 

between the PforR and farmers.  

In sum, there are similar top-down principal -agent relationships that exist throughout the 

agricultural sector across government and non-government groups. Taking all three key 

sets of relationships of MINAGRI, the analysis finds certainty that principal -agent 

relationships, as predicted by the results mechanism (at every stage: design, 

implementation, verification, results), exist and contribute to explaining the PforR results. 

In the relationship between the Rwandan government and donors, as well as within the 

Rwandan government, the main driver of results mechanism has been the Ministry of 

Finance and Economics (MINECOFIN), including through administering the system of 

domestic performance contracts, Imihigo. Although  the relation between Imihigo and the 

PforR is only indirect, it is the primary system that explains agricultural performance as 

reported by the government.  

MINAGRI is the central actor in the agricultural sector, but its principal -agent 

relationships to its implementing agencies, the districts and other non-governmental 

stakeholders, are weaker than expected, given the overall top-down organisation of the 

agricultural sector. Lastly, there is no ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȰÓÍÏËÉÎÇ ÇÕÎȱ 

(uniqueness), where only the PforR programme could have delivered the results attributed 

to the intervention. Hence, the analysis continues with examining the potentially 

complementary causal mechanism of adaptation and the rival explanation focusing on the 

political economy. 

4.2. The adaptation mechanism: is the PforR problem-driven and does it leave sufficient room for 

experimentation and adaptation? 

ȰIf at the school, the mistake is in the book of the teacher, are we going to blame the 
ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔȩȱ -Rwandan Farmer (interview 110) 

                                                      
88  Interview 49: Civil society, Rwanda, October 2016. 
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As the results theory of change does not fully explain the PforR performance in Rwanda, 

the alternative causal mechanism of adaptation  is examined. Given that the PforR 

intervention does not contain an explicitly theorised causal pathway of how adaptation in 

the programme leads to achieving results, the proxy of autonomy and problem-driven 

iterative adaptation is applied. Greater organisational autonomy in implementing aid 

interventions is linked to better programme outcomes, particularly in unpredictable 

environments (Honig, 2019; Honig & Gulrajani, 2018). Autonomy is also a precondition for 

a higher uptake of local knowledge and for flexibility in changing aid interventions after 

the design stage. In addition, the analysis checks for instances where MINAGRI or the 

PforR deviated from its original design or adopted non-traditional approaches for 

undertaking reform. According to Andrews (2015), reforms are more likely to avoid 

capability traps, if they are driven by contextually relevant problems and are introduced 

iteratively through a stepwise process. In this process, ideas are constantly tried, tested 

and used to adapt (or fit) to context, a process called problem-driven iterative adaptation 

(Andrews et al., 2013).  

Similar to the results mechanism, the focus is placed on the key relationships between the 

Rwandan Ministry of Agriculture and major groups of stakeholders: 1) World Bank and 

other donors; 2) Rwandan government agencies and local level administrations; 3) Non-

government actors, including private sector, civil society and farmers (Table 4). Different 

from the results mechanism, though, it is not assessed whether certain actors were 

incentivised to achieve pre-agreed results, but whether the different relationships of 

MINAGRI in PforR have enabled autonomy and related processes of iterative search, 

reflection and adaptation of key components of the PforR design.  
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Table 5: Adaptation m echanism for World Bank PforR Rwanda  

Part   

X Activities and i nputs of PforR  
Ź                                             Ź                                          Ź 

Assumptions and 
r isks  

1) Design 
stage 

MINAGRI has 
autonomy to adapt 
PforR in policy 
dialogue with the 
World Bank and 
DFID  

MINAGRI engages 
with other 
government entities 
horizontally (other 
ministries) and 
vertically (local level) 

MINAGRI engages 
with non -
governmental actors, 
including farmers, 
private sector, civil 
society 

Reach assumption  
Does PforR reach 
target groups? Assume 
wide reach across three 
groups 

 Ź Ź Ź  

2) 
Implemen -
tation  

MINAGRI 
determines how 
PforR is best 
implemented and 
what type of 
capacity support it 
needs 

Key officials know 
PforR programme, 
especially at local 
level, and have 
autonomy in 
determining own 
strategies 

Non-government 
organisations receive 
support to achieve 
PforR indicators 

Capacity change 
assumption  
Changes in knowledge, 
attitudes, skills, 
aspirations, 
and opportunities 

 Ź Ź Ź  

3) 
Verification  

MINAGRI and 
World Bank/DFID 
trust independent 
verification process 

Central and local 
level officials have 
autonomy and are 
willing to achieve 
PforR indicators 

Non-government 
organisations have 
autonomy and want 
to achieve PforR 
indicators 

Behaviour change 
assumption   
Target reach group do 
things differently or 
use the intervention 
products 

 Ź    Ź    Ź     

4) 
Programme 
results  

MINAGRI reports 
improvements/  
World Bank trusts 
results and impact 

Agriculture sector 
and PforR indicators 
indicate 
improvements 

Agriculture sector 
and PforR indicators 
demonstrate 
improvements 

Direct benefit 
assumptio n  
Improvements in the 
state of individual 
beneficiaries 

 Ź    Ź Ź  

Y Improved agricultural productivity  Well -being change 
assumption  

Source: Author 

 

Organisational autonomy can be defined as discretion or the extent to which an 

organisation (agency) can decide itself about matters that it considers essential. It can be 

differentiated into two broad categories: managerial autonomy  in terms of being 

exempted from rules and regulations and policy autonomy  in terms of being in charge 

of sub-processes and procedures (Honig, 2015, p. 14; Verhoest, Roness, Verschuere, 

Rubecksen, & MacCarthaigh, 2010, p. 19). In the context of foreign aid and the relationship 

between donors and recipients, autonomy is closely linked to the principle of country 

ownership, which is a crucial precondition for greater aid effectiveness (Sjöstedt, 2013). 

Country ownership is assumed to be higher with programme-based modalities than 

project-type modalities because recipients have greater autonomy and control over aid 

resources (Swedlund, 2013).  
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Linking ownership and programme-based aid to the literature on organisational 

autonomy, it has been true that programme-based aid allowed for greater policy autonomy 

because countries have greater control over managing aid resources. Yet, in terms of 

managerial autonomy (being exempted from rules and regulations), recipient countries 

have remained subject to many donor rules and regulations that are discussed as 

Ȱconditionality ȱ in the academic literature. However, research demonstrates that 

conditionality has largely failed, especially ex-ante conditionality where aid is disbursed 

before reforms have taken place (Svensson, 2003). Against this background, the PforR89 

modality represents a move tÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ȰÅØ-ÐÏÓÔ ÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌÉÔÙȱ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ 

verified first before disbursements are made.  

The Rwandan government has traditionally been a front-runner in taking country 

ownership. Rwanda instituted an aid policy in 2006 that enforces Ȱdivision of labourȱ by 

telling donors which sectors they can support. The policy also calls budget support, a type 

of programme-based aid, its preferred modality. Nevertheless, Rwanda over recent years 

(along with international trends) shifted back to aid project s, and the only remaining 

significant providers of programme-based aid are the World Bank and the European 

Union (interview 9) 90. This shift has also been influenced by Rwandan scepticism towards 

general budget support, stemming from budget support suspensions in 2013 over the 

question of support to the M23 group in the Democratic Republic of Congo (Swedlund, 

2013).  

For the agriculture sector, several interviewees compared the PforR to aid projects more 

broadly. They pointed out that aid projects were specific and focused through earmarked 

expenditures, but also duplicated government tasks, were short-term oriented and did not 

help to build  crucial maintenance skills within th e Rwandan government (interviews 10, 

38, 47, 58, 72)91. For the PforR modality, interviewees were more optimistic that it 

facilitates ownership, sustainability, strengthens the focus on development outcomes and 

facilitates strategic discussions on policies of the agriculture sector and beyond (interviews 

                                                      
89  PforRs, including the PforR in agriculture in Rwanda, deviate slightly from this pure theory of programme-

based ex-post conditionality because up to 25 per cent of funds are disbursed as pre-financing. 
90  Interview 9: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
91  Interview 10: Donor consultant, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 38: Donor official, Rwanda, November 

2016 / Interview 47: Government official, Rwanda, November 2016 / Interview 58: Researcher, Rwanda, 
November 2016 / Interview 72: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
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10, 17, 38, 67, 72)92Ȣ ! 2×ÁÎÄÁÎ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 0ÆÏÒ2 ÉÓ ȰÔÒÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÔÏ 

manage the government as one ɀ it is top-down ɀ its strength is its weakness at the same 

time: the reliance on governmÅÎÔ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÓȱ ɉÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× ίαɊ93. Another interviewee added 

that the institutional structures in the agriculture sector, a relatively weak ministry like 

MINAGRI and the large but ineffective implementation agencies (Rwanda Agriculture 

Board), render close alignment to  government structures difficult: Do you want results or 

do you want to be sustainable on paper? (interview 18)94ȱ 

One donor consultant (interview 67)95 gave an example about the downside of project aid 

in Rwanda when she recounted the story of two neighbouring marshlands, one supported 

by the government and one supported by a donor project marked by a donor flag. Some 

ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÌÌÁÇÅ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÅÖÅÎ ÐÒÏÕÄÌÙ ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÁÓ ȰɏÄÏÎÏÒ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔɐ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȱȟ 

seeing their association with donor projects as a distinction. After heavy rainfalls caused a 

mudslide into the fields, the project farmers called the donor for help, who immediately 

organised trucks to clear the fields, but only for those farmers supported by the aid project. 

The farmers supported by the government called the district, but the district did not have 

the funds to help them, and they remained stuck with the mud.  

Returning to the question of autonomy and PforR, it can, therefore, be concluded that 

PforR provides greater policy autonomy than project aid because PforR funds are 

channelled through government systems. In terms of managerial autonomy, the 

relationship between the World Bank and Rwanda is similar to budget support or sector 

budget support, where the donors attach reform conditions to funding. Yet, the specific 

type of conditionality for PforR in agriculture is ex-post conditionality linked to output -

level indicators (from government reform policies). As a result, the relationship between 

donors and Rwanda mostly focused on discussing policy reforms in a technocratic manner, 

instead of conducting debates on more significant political issues like under general 

budget support. Rwandan government officials were mainly in favour of the PforR 

modality and appreciated the autonomy that PforR provides. Policy autonomy under 

PforR is maximised compared to project aid, and managerial autonomy is only constrained 

by 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ to deliver development results.  

                                                      
92  Interview 10: Donor consultant, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 17: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016 

Interview 38: Donor official, Rwanda, November 2016 / Interview 67: Donor consultant, Rwanda, October 
2016 / Interview 72: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 

93  Interview 57: Local government official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
94  Interview 18: Donor official, Rwanda, November 2016. 
95  Interview 67: Donor consultant, Rwanda, October 2016. 
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Given the extent of autonomy that PforR provides, it could, therefore, be expected that 

the Rwandan government becomes more flexible and adaptive, potentially triggering 

processes of problem-driven iterative adaptation where the government uses the PforR to 

solve long-standing problems of the agriculture sector. Indeed, there were instances where 

the PforR was adapted and significantly changed as a direct response to problems that had 

only become apparent during implementation. These processes of problem identification, 

however, were primarily  initiated by the donors (intervi ew 81)96. In particular, many 

donors and other stakeholders became worried that the PforR was predominantly focused 

on productive agriculture to the detriment of the private sector and small-holder farmers 

(interview 17)97. Additional neglected topics included nutrition, gender or climate change 

(interview 17)98. One donor official called the close alignment of PforR indicators with the 

Rwandan government strategy (PSTA-3) a mistake in hindsight because the indicators 

only measured what the Rwandan government already wanted to measure, rather than 

measure what is needed to transform agriculture (interview 72)99. 

At the same time, donors became more aware of the PforR limitations. PforR achievement 

is interrelated with the Imihigo system that remains outside of donor influence. The 

reported results diverge from reality, there is little insight into how PforR funds are 

channelled through the Rwandan budget, and it is unclear how aid funds relate to 

development results. Apart from several capacity development measures introduced 

during the first phase of implementation, like the new monitoring information system, the 

main change in the second phase of PforR is ÆÏÓÔÅÒÉÎÇ ÁÎ ȰÅÎÁÂÌÉÎÇ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔȱ ÉÎ 

agriculture. In this environment,  private actors play a more significant role, and the 

Rwandan government gives up control (interviews 11, 17, 36, 72, 74)100. This suggestion was 

welcomed among Rwandan officials, and the transition from the first phase to the second 

phase of PforR coincided with the launch of a renewed agricultural strategy and the next 

phase of the overarching government reform policy, the Programme for the Strategic 

Transformation of Agriculture (PSTA-4), 2018-2024 (interview 17)101.  

                                                      
96  Interview 81: Government official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
97  Interview 17: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
98  Interview 17: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
99  Interview 72: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
100  Interview 11: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016 / Interview 17: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016 

/ Interview 36: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 72: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016 
/ Interview 74: Government official, Rwanda, September 2016. 

101  Interview 17: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
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Table 6: Disbursement -li nked indicators of the PforR  in agriculture, Rwanda  

Phase 1: PforR 2014-2018 Phase 2: PforR 2018-2021 

Disbursement -Linked Indicators (DLIs  

USD amount 

Examples for detailed indicators, baselines, targets 

Disbursement -Linked Indicators (DLIs)  

USD amount 

Examples for detailed indicators, baselines, targets 

DLI -1 Increased soil erosion control  
USD 20 million 

¶ Annual increases in terraced land area 
(progressive and radical) 

¶ Target by end of 2015: 903,240 ha 
(progressive); 69,640 ha (radical) 

DLI -1 Organizational Development Plan 
prepared and implemen tation on track  
USD 10 million 

¶ Organizational review, including capacity 
needs assessment of MINAGRI completed and 
new functional structures in place (year 1) 

DLI -2 Increased area under irrigation and 
adequately maintained  
USD 10 million 

¶ Annual increases of irrigated area (ha) in 
marshlands and hillsides, based on agreed 
technical standards 

DLI -2 Improved analytical and policy reform 
competencies demonstrated  
USD 10 million 

¶ Private Sector Leveraging Strategy with 
Implementation Plan (year 1) 

¶ Annual Report by MINAGRI on Public-Private 
Investment in Agriculture published (year 2) 

DLI -3 Increased average productivity levels of 
major food and export crops and 
livestock  
USD 15 million 

¶ Increases in average crop yields per ha for 
key food and export crops and livestock 
(dairy)  

¶ Cassava, Coffee and Milk  

DLI -3 Digital information platforms designed 
and operational  
USD 8 million 

¶ A common data warehouse platform is ready, 
whereby data in MIS and Agriculture Land 
Information System (ALIS) are fully interfaced 

DLI -4 Improved generation and adoption  of 
agriculture technologies, sensitive to 
ÁÇÒÏÅÃÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌȟ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȭÎÅÅÄÓ 
and market prospects  
USD 15 million 

¶ No. of innovation technologies introduced 
and released and adopted by farmers  

DLI -4 Mechanism to strengthen Agriculture 
Public -Private Dialogu es and Agriculture 
Value Chain Plaforms designed and 
implemented  
USD 8 million 

¶ Two mechanisms designed, piloted, and 
budgeted (year 1) 
 

DLI -5 Increase in agricultural finance lending 
for agriculture sector  
USD 10 million 

¶ Percentage increase in agricultural finance 
available of total finance 
 

DLI -5 New irrigation area identified, developed 
and/or managed where commercial 
viability has been a determining appraisal 
criterion  
USD 10 million 

¶ Number of ha identified, developed and put 
under recognized PPP increased (year 2) 

DLI -6 Strengthened gender -sensitive 
MINAGRI agriculture sector MIS  
USD 10 million 

¶ Enhanced Gender Sensitive Monitoring 
Information System (MIS) Action Plan  

DLI -6 New irrigation area identified, developed 
and/or managed where commercial 
viability has been a determi ning appraisal 
criterion  
USD 10 million 

¶ Number of ha identified, developed and put 
under recognized PPP increased (year 2) 

DLI -7 Enhanced operational policy 
environment for enabling rapid and 
sustainable agriculture growth  
USD 20 million 

DLI -7 Volume of pr ivate sector investment (in 
USD) matching public financing in PPP 
infrastructure project  
USD 20 million 

DLI -8 Private sector extension service models  
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¶ Approval of Seeds, Fertilizer and Ag. 
Finance Policy, and implementation of 
action plan (based on agreed milestones) 

 

USD 15 million 

DLI -9 Reform of Rwanda Agriculture Board  
USD 9 million  

Source: Own representation based on World Bank  

Comparing both phases of the PforR, it is clear that the objectives have changed entirely 

(Table 5). The disbursement-linked indicators of the first phase targeted higher 

agricultural productivity, whereas indicators in the second phase measure how well the 

private sector is supported or how institutional reforms and new processes are 

progressing. In the first phase, transforming the sector was viewed as implementation 

lagging behind an existing reform agenda (interviews 32, 47)102. In the second phase, 

transforming the sector involves a considerable reassessment of the reform targets 

themselves, in particular regarding the creation of an enabling environment . The 

perception of this problem changed throughout PforR implementation, partly due to staff 

rotations. The main reason, however, was an increased awareness of problems that 

emerged after PforR implementation had already started. Donor were driving these 

adaptations of the PforR design, while colleagues from MINAGRI are supportive of these 

changes because the PforR helps to strengthen the MINAGRI position vis-à-vis other 

ministries and other levels of government, like the Rwanda Agriculture Board or districts 

(interview 47)103.  

Overall, the analysis finds evidence that the PforR has enabled greater autonomy than 

comparable aid modalities, but this autonomy has been used mainly by donors to adapt 

the programme according to insights gathered from implementation. It is too early to 

assess whether the significant adaptations of programme design lead to improved 

development effects or whether the new indicators represent a shift towards a new reform 

focus.  

 

The analysis of the results mechanism has shown that MINAGRI is in a comparatively 

weak position vis-à-vis the Ministry of Finance and Economic Planning (MINECOFIN) on 

the horizontal level. Furtherȟ -).!'2)ȭÓ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÔÉÃÁÌ ÌÅÖÅl vis-à-vis the 

                                                      
102  Interview 32: Donor consultant, October 2016 / Interview 47: Government official, Rwanda, November 2016. 
103  Interview 47: Government official, Rwanda, November 2016. 
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implementation agencies, Rwanda Agriculture Board and National Agricultural Export 

Board (NAEB), and the districts is also limited. Against this background, are there still 

instances where the PforR has helped MINAGRI to gain greater autonomy and have these 

instances lead to problem-driven adaptation?  

At the ministry -level, the PforR has empowered MINAGRI to take on a more strategic and 

influential role in the agriculture sector through different means, including the newly 

introduced monito ring and information system or updates public expenditure review 

during the first PforR phase. The national agriculture policy (Republic of Rwanda, 2018) 

and as well as the fourth Strategic Plan for Agriculture Transformation (MINAGRI, 2018) 

ÃÏÎÔÁÉÎ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌÅ ÐÒÏÖÉÓÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÅÎ -).!'2)ȭÓ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ 

capacity, as well as its role for coordinating the agricultural sector. Both policy documents 

contain inputs from the PforR and the second phase of the PforR sets further incentives 

for strengthening MINAGRI. Four disbursement-linked indicators of the revi sed PforR 

target policy and organisational reform of MINAGRI, including an organisational review 

and development plan for MINAGRI, improved competencies regarding private sector 

leveraging, the creation of digital information platforms and the setting up of mechanisms 

to strengthen public-private dialogues and agriculture value chain platforms (World Bank, 

2018b, pp. 30-31).  

The reorientation of the PforR from incentivising agricultural productivity towards 

incentivising institutional reform is unusual for a results -based approach. Often PforR 

programmes tend to dedicate more funding towards institutional reforms and process 

indicators, like setting up mechanism and drafting plans, in the beginning. Over time, 

these process indicators are then gradually replaced by more outcome-oriented indicators 

that are closer to improvements in peoÐÌÅȭÓ ÌÉÖÅÓ (Holzapfel & Janus, 2015). The PforR in 

Rwanda shows the opposite pattern, where outcome indicators were replaced by process 

indicators, highlighting the importance attached to institutional reforms and potentially 

scepticism towards the robustness of previously reported results.  

On the vertical level, the relationship between MINAGRI and the agricultural agencies 

RAB and NAEB, as well as to the 30 districts, shows a similar pattern. Key agricultural 

reform documents point out deficiencies in decentralisation in agriculture and aim to 

ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÅÎ -).!'2)ȭÓ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÒÏÌÅÓ ÖÉÓ-à-vis these entities. The PforR 

phase two programme document notes that RAB and NAEB account for most of the 

resources allocated to the sector, around 80 per cent from 2013-2018. The document also 
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states thÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓ ȰÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅÓÅ Ô×Ï ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ -).!'2) ÉÓ ÃÏÍÐÌÅØ ÁÎÄ 

rÅÑÕÉÒÅÓ ÎÅ× ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅÓ ÔÏ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȱ (World Bank, 2018b). 

The revised PforR includes a disbursement-linked indicator on reforming RAB and also an 

ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÏÒ ÏÎ ÒÏÌÌÉÎÇ ÏÕÔ -).!'2)ȭÓ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÃÔ ÌÅÖÅÌȢ  

The challenge of all institutional reforms aimed at strengthening MINAGRI, whether at 

the horizontal or vertical level, is that these processes take time and are not easily linked 

to actual improvements in developmental outcomes. The programme document for PforR 

ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÓ ÉÔ Ȱ×ÉÌÌ ÔÁËÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÆÏÒ -).!'2) ÔÏ ÆÕÌÌÙ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÁÐÐÌÙ ÉÔÓ 

ȬÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐȭ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙȱ (World Bank, 2018b, p. 22). Research also cautions that 

countr ies can perform well on de jure institutional targets that measure the organisation 

of the public sector, rather than on de facto effectiveness in solving public problems 

(Buntaine, Buch, & Parks, 2013). Whether the increased autonomy of MINAGRI can lead 

to processes of more significant adaptation and flexibility in solving problems remains 

open. 

In the interviews, there were few examples where actors, either at the central or local level, 

had the autonomy to react flexibly to emerging problems or where officials were 

encouraged to experiment with innovative solutions. The top-down structures of 

centralisÅÄ ÐÌÁÎÎÉÎÇ ÌÅÆÔ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÒÏÏÍ ÆÏÒ ÁÇÅÎÔ ÁÕÔÏÎÏÍÙ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÓ ÏÆ ȰÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ-driven 

ÉÔÅÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÄÁÐÔÉÏÎȱ among interviewees. The most persuasive example of a ȰPDIA processȱ 

in the Rwandan agriculture sector, however, was in the area of agricultural extension and 

advisory services, namely the farmer field school approach (FFS). The FFS approach has 

original ly been developed by the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation in 

the Philippines and since then has been applied in over 100 countries, including in Rwanda 

since 2005 (Braun & Duveskog, 2011). The FFS contains many ideas that are typically 

ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÄÁÐÔÉÖÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȡ Ȱ&&3 ×ÅÒÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȬÂÏÔÔÏÍ-ÕÐȭ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÏ 

extension with a focus on participatory, experiential, and reflective learning to improve 

the problem-solving capacity of farmers through highly trained facilitators working with 

ÆÁÒÍÅÒ ÇÒÏÕÐÓȱ (Larsen & Lilleør, 2014, p. 834). 

)Î 2×ÁÎÄÁȟ ÔÈÅ &&3 ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÅÒÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÉÔ ÁÓ ȰÇÒÏÕÐ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÔÈÁÔ 

ÔÅÁÃÈÅÓ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓ ÈÏ× ÔÏ ÅØÐÅÒÉÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÓÏÌÖÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓ ÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔÌÙȱ (Somers, 

Rucibigango, Higiro, & Salama Gata, 2017) ÁÎÄ ȰÄÉÓÃovery-ÂÁÓÅÄ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇȱ ÔÁËÅÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÉÎ 
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the field at a demonstration site (interview 18)104. According to own reports, the FFS has 

increased the productivity of FFS farmers by 45 per cent (compared to non-trained farmers 

- measured on a scale, average for all crops) in 2015 and between 2011-2016 around 200.000 

farmers were reached (Somers et al., 2017). FFS has been supported as an aid project by 

Belgium since 2008 and funding was phased out in 2016 (interviews 14, 18)105. In 2014, the 

Rwandan government integrated the FFS into its home-grown solution for the agricultural 

ÅØÔÅÎÓÉÏÎ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰTwigire MuhinziȱȢ &&3 ÉÓ ÎÏ× ÏÎÅ ÏÆ Ô×Ï ÍÁÉÎ ÐÉÌÌÁÒÓ ÏÆ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ 

governmental extension system, and the agriculture budget includes an earmarked 

transfer from MINAGRI to districts, which also include FFS targets in their Imihigo 

contracts (interviews 18, 34)106. There is no explicit link between PforR and FFS. But it is 

possible that current and future funding for FFS (under Twigire Muhinzi) comes from the 

programme-based aid that Rwanda receives for agriculture from the EU (MacNairn & 

Davis, 2018) or even PforR. 

The example of FFS in Rwanda demonstrates two interesting insights for adaptive 

development in Rwanda. First, processes of problem-driven iterative adaptation are 

possible in the agricultural sector, even given the context of strict top-down results-based 

management. Second, the history of how FFS developed from an international best 

practice approach into a locally adapted aid project, which was gradually expanded and 

ultimately integrated into gov ernment structures shows a potential pathway for current 

aid interventions like PforR. Nevertheless, this story represents a best-case and still took 

around ten years to unfold, which again underlines the need for a long-term perspective 

regarding challenging institutional reforms.  

 

-).!'2)ȭÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ×ÉÔÈ ÎÏÎ-governmental actors, such as farmers and civil society 

organisations is mediated through the implementing agencies RAB and NAEB as well as 

district administrations. Checking for cases where MINAGRI has enabled greater 

autonomy for farmers or civil society through policies financed by PforR is challenging to 

assess directly.  Particularly , when farmers and civil society organisations have little 

                                                      
104  Interview 18: Donor official, Rwanda, November 2016. 
105  Interview 14: Government official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 18: Donor official, Rwanda, November 

2016. 
106  Interview 18: Donor official, Rwanda, November 2016 / Interview 34: Donor official, Rwanda, September 

2016. 
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bottom -up influence on policies at the district or national l evel, there might be few 

observable linkages.  

A member of a civil society organisation described limited space for conducting public 

campaigns in the agricultural sector and ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÅÄ ÆÏÒ ȰÄÉÓÇÕÉÓÅÄ ÃÁÍÐÁÉÇÎÓȱ ÔÈÁÔ 

instead focus on commenting on existing policies and promoting causes taken from 

government laws or strategies (interview 76)107. Even agricultural data is politicised, and 

civil society organisations need permits before they are allowed to undertake their own 

data collection (interview 76) 108. At the same time, administrative data compiled by 

districts can be flawed and especially the Imihigo system creates high pressure to perform. 

Against this background, the project funded by the World Bank and implemented by 

4ÒÁÎÓÐÁÒÅÎÃÙ )ÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÏÎ Ȱ%ÍÐÏ×ÅÒÉÎÇ &ÁÒÍÅÒÓ ÁÔ $ÉÓÔÒÉÃÔ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 3ÏÃÉÁÌ 

!ÃÃÏÕÎÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÅ $ÉÓÔÒÉÃÔ 0ÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅ #ÏÎÔÒÁÃÔÓ ȬImihigoȭ ÉÎ 2×ÁÎÄÁÎ 

!ÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȱ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÔÁÒÇÅÔ Á ËÅÙ ÁÒÅÁ ×ÈÅÒÅ greater autonomy and flexibility is needed. 

The project operates in two districts, Kayonza and Nyanza, through two local civil society 

organisations and links farmers and local authorities in the Imihigo planning process to 

allow the inclusion of framers needs and views in the district Imihigo and action plans 

(World Bank, 2016b). The project could, therefore, foster bottom -up inputs to  Imih igo, 

where targets are usually set in a top-down manner (interviews 46, 76)109. Ideally, lessons 

drawn from this project will also inform  district -level or even national-level policymaking 

going forward. The challenge of this task, however, can be illustrated by reviewing the 

district Imihigo targets of Kayonza, one of the pilot districts (Table 6).  

Despite the efforts towards greater participation, the Imihigo indicators have hardly 

changed over recent years (Table 6). Productivity targets like increasing yields, raising 

livestock or expanding irrigation and mechanization continue to dominate. These targets 

originate from the previous agricultural reform strategy, Crop Intensification Programme 

(CIP) from 2007 that is geared towards agricultural modernisation. Targets from newer 

ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓ ÌÉËÅ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ .ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ !ÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ 0ÏÌÉÃÙȟ ÔÈÅ 034!-4 or even the PforR are not 

to be represented at the district level yet. The interviews in 2016 showed a similar pattern 

                                                      
107  Interview 76: Civil society member, Rwanda, September 2016. 
108  Interview 76: Civil society member, Rwanda, September 2016. 
109  Interview 46: Donor official, Rwanda, November 2016 / Interview 76: Civil society member, Rwanda, 

September 2016. 
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in eight other districts  and their respective Imihigo targets. Mostly these were targets from 

the original CIP that had not been updated over the years.  

Table 7: Kayonza d istrict Imihigo targets for agriculture  

Cluster I: Economic Development - Agriculture  

Indicator  2015/2016 2016/2017 2018/2019 

(1)  Ha of land consolidated on 
priority crops (maize, rice, 
cassava, beans, soybeans, 
banana rehabilitated) 

Ha of land consolidated on 
priority crops (maize, rice, 
cassava, beans, soybeans, 
banana rehabilitated) 

Number of Ha of land covered 
by food crops (maize, rice, 
cassava, beans, soybeans) 

(2)  Percentage of farmers using 
organic/inorganic fertilizer  

Ha irrigated using hillside 
irrigation  

Quantity produced per priority 
crop (maize, beans, rice) 

(3)  Percentage of households 
using improved seeds on 
consolidates sites 

Ha cultivated under 
mechanization 

Number of new banana field 
schools established 

(4)  Average yields of priority 
crops on consolidated land 

Number of new agriculture 
cooperatives initiated  

Number of Ha under Small 
Scale Irrigation (SSIT) 
developed 

(5)  Ha irrigated using hillside 
irrigation  

Number of cows 
inseminated and PD 
positive 

Number of moto-pumps 
distributed  

(6)   Ha cultivated under 
mechanization 

Number of livestock 
vaccinated against diseases 

Number of Ha developed for 
irrigation (mars hland) 

(7)  Number of progressive 
terraces constructed 

Number of valley dams 
rehabilitated  

Volume of fully washed coffee 
produced (MT) 

(8)   Number post-harvest 
facilities constructed 

Number of coffee cherries 
MT produced 

Number of trees planted 
(mangoes, avocadoes) 

(9)   Number of cows 
inseminated and PD 
positive 

 Number of cows distributed to 
poor families through Girinka  

(10)  Number of artificial 
insemination (AI) calves 
born and registered 

Number of cows inseminated 

(11)  Number of livestock 
vaccinated against diseases 

Number of AI born calves 
registered 

(12)   Number of livestock vaccinated 
against diseases 

(13)  Number of forage storage 
facilities constructed 

Source: Own representation based on Kayonza Annual Imihigo Plans  

Regarding greater participation and autonomy for the private sector, the PforR in its 

second phase has clearly defined this issue as a priority. Six out of nine disbursement-

linked indicators target promoting private sector inclu sion in agriculture (see Table 6) and 

include: a MINAGRI Private Sector Leveraging Strategy, Annual Report by MINAGRI on 

Public-Private Investment in Agriculture, Agricultural input subsidy schemes reviewed, 

Mechanism to strengthen Agriculture Public-Private Dialogues (Ag. PPD) and Agriculture 

Value Chain Platforms, new irrigation and terracing areas under public-private 
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partnerships (PPP), volume of private sector investment (in USD) matching public 

financing in PPP infrastructure project and private sector extension service models. The 

extensive redesign of the PforR shows that the World Bank views the lack of private sector 

participation as the main challenge in Rwandan agriculture. 

Although the Rwandan government, including the MINECOFIN and MINAGRI, has 

agreed to redesign the PforR towards promoting the private sector, some interviewees 

were sceptical about how greater private sector participation in agriculture can be realised. 

One interviewee pointed out that policy documents calling for private sector 

strengthening, most notably the Economic Development and Poverty Reduction Strategy 

(EDPRS), had been in place for a long time, yet the government remained the biggest 

investor in agricultural processing (interviews 20, 44)110. Export crops, like coffee and tea, 

are more privatised but other crops and livestock that are intended for the Rwandan 

market tend to be dominated by parastatal companies (interviews 44, 102)111.  

Several interviewees gave the example of the fertiliser business, where donors had 

supported the gradual decrease of subsidies and the promotion of more companies 

importing seeds and fertilisers for years (interviews 20, 59)112. In 2016, as a reaction to 

problems of quality, fraud and corruption in the distribution of agriculture inputs, the 

Rwandan government put a new company in charge. The Agro-Processing Trust 

Corporation Ltd (APTC), a state-owned company represented by the Rwandan Ministry of 

Defence became the main distributor of agricultural inputs. APTC was therefore in charge 

of all fertil iser distribution towards about 800 agro-dealers who then interact with farmers, 

and as a result, most import compani es have dropped out of business (interviews 97, 102)113. 

Fertil iser distribution has become centralised again with APTC setting the margins that 

agro-dealers can charge (interview 59)114. Interviewees were sceptical that the new system 

solves the main problems in fertiliser distribution because the fraud that occurs in the 

interface between agro-dealers and farmers will not be affected by APTC (interviews 14, 

                                                      
110  Interview 20: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 44: Donor official, Rwanda, November 2016. 
111  Interview 44: Donor official, Rwanda, November 2016 / Interview 102: Researcher, Rwanda, November 2016. 
112  Interview 20: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 59: Donor official, Rwanda, November 2016. 
113  Interview 97: Government official, Rwanda, September 2016 / Interview 102: Researcher, Rwanda, 

November 2016. 
114  Interview 59: Donor official, Rwanda, November 2016. 
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20, 58, 59)115. However, interviewees also noted that donors had no influence on the 

decision because the Rwandan government decided unilaterally.  

Overall, the autonomy for farmers, civil society and private companies is limited. Yet, for 

each group, there were examples of autonomy supported by the PforR. The Transparency 

International project works directly on greater participation of farmers and civil society in 

Imihigo, and the second phase of the PforR makes a strong push for greater private sector 

participation. Still , there were not many processes of problem-driven iterative adaption, 

except for the major redesign of the PforR towards promoting the private sector. Given, 

the recent start of the second phase and several sceptical interviewees, it is too early to 

determine how adaptive and experimental the second phase of PforR has been, and 

whether it has been effective.  

Taking all three key sets of relationships of MINAGRI (donors, bureaucracy, non-

government), there is no specific evidence that agent autonomy, as predicted by the 

adaptation mechanism, exists and has contributed to explaining the PforR results. Still, 

there is evidence for autonomy in the relationship between donors and MINECOFIN and 

several examples of PforR adaptation and autonomy at the local level. Nevertheless, none 

of the three relationshiÐÓ ÐÁÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÕÓÁÌ ȰÈÏÏÐ ÔÅÓÔÓȱȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ to explain the 

results of the PforR with certainty. Further, there is no evidence that can be classified as a 

ȰÓÍÏËÉÎÇ ÇÕÎȱ ɉÕÎÉÑÕÅÎÅÓÓɊȟ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÁÄÁÐÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÃÁÕÓÁÌ ÍÅÃÈÁÎÉÓÍ ÕÎÄÅÒÌÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

PforR programme could have delivered the PforR results. The next section, therefore, 

assesses external influences related to the political economy of the Rwandan agriculture 

sector.  

4.3. External factors and alternative explanations: the political economy of agriculture and donor-

government relationships in Rwanda 

This section will check for alternative explanations for RwandaȭÓ development outcomes 

of the agriculture PforR, other than the results or adaptation mechanism, based on the 

political economy literature on donors, aid modalities, and the Rwandan agriculture 

sector. 

                                                      
115  Interview 14: Government official, Rwanda, October 2016 / Interview 20: Donor official, Rwanda, October 

2016 / Interview 58: Researcher, Rwanda, November 2016 / Interview 59: Donor official, Rwanda, November 
2016. 
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Several political economy factors on the donor side are considered as potential external 

factors that influence the effectiveness of the PforR in agriculture. First, the World Bank 

does not have a clear perspective on the politics of the PforR modality. In the official 

operations policy document for PforR (World Bank, 2011), there is no reference to political 

economy analysis, and politics are mentioned only in passing as one potential risk factor. 

Still , a first review of PforR by the Independent Evaluation Group of the World Bank 

ÁÓÓÅÓÓÅÄ ÁÌÌ 0ÆÏÒ2 ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÓ ÇÌÏÂÁÌÌÙ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȡ ȰÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÁÉÎÔÓ 

are behind many of the issues addressed by DLIs [disbursement-linked i ndicators] and 

0!0Ó ɏ0ÒÏÇÒÁÍ !ÃÔÉÏÎ 0ÌÁÎÓɐȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÁÉÎÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÒÁÒÅÌÙ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÌÙȱ (World 

Bank, 2016a, p. xii). The review further notes that critical analysis tends to address only 

low-level issues and that there is a ÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ ȰÂÏÒÒÏ×ÅÒ-

ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÓÅÎÓÉÔÉÖÉÔÙȱ (World Bank, 2016a, p. xii). The report also contains examples 

where PforR has deliberately addressed politically sensitive issues but the typical case is 

that PforR programmes tackle political issues indirectly and avoid a discussion on these. 

The situation in Rwanda and the agriculture PforR in particular mirror  this larger picture. 

A donor official in Rwanda (interview 20)116 commented that donors had little influence 

on policies in Rwanda, as these are mainly driven by the planning and budgeting process 

in MINECOFIN, the Imihigo system and political appointments in critical  positions. 

Several interviewees pointed out that it is difficult for donors to criticise the Rwandan 

government because the country performs well on many development indi cators. Further, 

Rwanda is often upheld as a success case for aid projects. One donor official recounted a 

case where she promoted taking a more critical stance vis-à-vis the Rwanda government 

but was overruled by ÔÈÅ ÄÏÎÏÒ ÁÇÅÎÃÙȭÓ headquarters (interview 108)117. 

Regarding the World Bank, another donor official commented that the Bank had become 

less political compared to when there was to a general budget support group of all donors 

(interview 9) 118. The former policy dialogue on political issues was replaced by technocratic 

discussions on policy, where more politically sensitive issues are not addressed (interview 

9)119. The PforR in agriculture in its first phase largely avoided discussions on political 

issues because it was closely aligned to government policies and only introduced smaller 

                                                      
116  Interview 20: Donor official, Rwanda, October 2016. 
117  Interview 108: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
118  Interview 9: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
119  Interview 9: Donor official, Rwanda, September 2016. 
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policy changes, like the monitoring information system. In the second phase of PforR, 

however, the programme intends to push the government more strongly towards 

supporting the private sector, although programme documents do not indicate that 

politically sensitive issues are discussed directly . 

The political economy literature typically describes Rwanda as a state that attempts to 

derive political legitimacy and political power for the ruling elite, the RPF party, through 

delivering developmental outcomes and economic stability, while tightly control ling 

society through a centralised, top-down political -administrative system. Scholars have 

applied different descriptions of Rwanda ÌÉËÅ ȰÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÓÔÁÔÅȱ (Harrison, 2016), 

ȰÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔÁÌ ÐÁÔÒÉÍÏÎÉÁÌÉÓÍȱ (Booth & Golooba-Mutebi, 2012) ÏÒ ȰÍÁÒËÅÔ-oriented 

ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÁÒÉÁÎÉÓÍȱ (Huggins, 2014), emphasizing varying implicatio ns of elite capture of 

centralised rents. In particular, scholars disagree on whether and how developmental 

benefits can be reconciled with limited participation, also depending on which sector of 

the economy or parts of social life are studied.  

For the agriculture sector, profound criticism of government policies has been put forward 

by a group of researchers. They argue that the Rwandan modernisation pathway based on 

ÔÈÅ Ȱ'ÒÅÅÎ 2ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÍÏÄÅÌȱ (Lipton & Longhurst, 1989) had only limited effects on 

pÏÖÅÒÔÙ ÒÅÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÖÉÅ×ÅÄ ÁÓ ÁÎ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔ ȰÔÏ ÃÏ-opt farmers into a state-

managed system of commercialisation and to render them more dependent on state 

ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅÓ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÆÉÒÍÓ ÁÎÄ ÂÁÎËÓ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÉÎÇ ÈÙÂÒÉÄ ÓÅÅÄÓȟ ÆÅÒÔÉÌÉÓÅÒÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÒÅÄÉÔȱ 

(Ansoms et al., 2018, p. 423). Thereby, the authors challenge the validity of data produced 

by the Rwandan government on the successes of its reforms. The researchers argue that 

the government ÏÖÅÒÌÏÏËÓ ȰÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÌÉÖÅÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅȱ which is characterised by land-

tenure security, disrupted subsistence production, and restricted use of traditional 

farming methods and associated social practices (Ansoms et al., 2018). 

The stark contrasts between official government reports, the independent research on the 

agriculture sector and the literature on the broader Rwandan political economy, paint a 

complex picture of Rwandan policymaking, which is further  complicated by the different 

types of engagements between Rwanda and donors, including through PforR. Huggins 

points out that the Rwandan government is not monolithic and that there are different 

ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎÓ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÕÌÉÎÇ ÅÌÉÔÅ ÏÎ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÒÅÆÏÒÍÓȟ ȰÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÌÅÓ ÏÆ 

large- and small-scale agricuÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÍÏÄÅÌÓȱ (Huggins, 2014, pp. 368-369).  
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A similar assessment is drawn for the political economy of the agriculture PforR in 

Rwanda. Nearly all critical reform issues in the agricultural sector interact with the PfoR, 

such as data reliability, performance-based management through Imihigo, the targets of 

the Crop Intensification Programme or the role of the private sector. Nevertheless, it 

cannot be concluded that PforR only supports government policies and has little influence 

otherwise. Instead, the analysis above has demonstrated the various channels through 

which PforR interacts with a diversity of actors in Rwanda and where it enforces or 

discourages prevailing policy directions.  

It is surprising, however, that the profoundly  political reform issues related to PforR are 

addressed only indirectly and tend to be phrased as technical issues by PforR policy 

documents and many interviewees. As Yanguas (2017) points out, aid is inherently political 

and creates losers and winners, as it supports incumbents or challengers of existing 

structures. Donors still have a limited role in contested processes of domestic 

policymaking but there is space within the PforR modality to have a more thoughtful  

discussion on the political economy of agricultural reform. For instance, Behuria (2018) 

ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ ÁÓ ȰÉÎÃÏÈÅÒÅÎÔ ÅÍÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȱȟ ×ÈÅÒÅÂÙ ÔÈÅ 

government pursues policies for different purposes ɀ economic transformation, market-

led reforms or signalling best practices ɀ often leading to contradictory outcomes. In 

ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓ Ȱ'ÒÅÅÎ 2ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȱ ÁÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÍÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ 

substantial state intervention stand in contrast to the revised National Agriculture Policy 

that highlights food security and nutrition, private sector participation and aims to create 

ȰÍÏÒÅ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÖÅȱ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÓȢ /ÎÅ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅ ÇÏÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ×ÁÒÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 0ÆÏÒ2 ÉÓ, therefore, to 

better understand the different forces of political contestations around diverging policy 

directions and adapt the PforR accordingly.  

5 Conclusion 

4ÈÉÓ ÐÁÐÅÒ ÈÁÓ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÁÕÓÁÌ ÍÅÃÈÁÎÉÓÍ ÔÈÅ 0ÆÏÒ2 ÉÎ 2×ÁÎÄÁȭÓ 

agriculture sector has contributed to achieving development results in the form of 

productivity improve ments. The analysis finds that the key underlying relations that 

structure the agricultural sector are intragovernmental relations that existed prior to PforR 

implementation. These relations across the Rwandan agricultural sector are geared 

towards delivering results based on centralised policymaking, with little input by donors. 
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There is no evidence that an adaptation mechanism contributed in a significant way of 

achieving PforR results. Still, the analysis has identified different cases where PforR has 

supported the autonomy of Rwandan actors at different levels and enabled more adaptive 

and problem-driven processes in an otherwise tightly controlled sector. 

The political economy analysis of the donor organisation revealed that the PforR is used 

in a depoliticised manner. Design and implementation of agricultural policies are mainly 

discussed in technocratic terms among PforR implementers. At the same time, the 

political economy analysis of the Rwandan agriculture sector indicates the centrality of 

power structures and elite capture for explaining policy outcomes. The PforR instrument, 

therefore, mainly contributes to reinforcing existing power structures in the agricultural 

sector, but the analysis has identified multiple cases where more space for adaptation and 

politica l dialogue has been created. The more deliberate use of such opportunities could 

be a strategy for increasing the developmental effects of the PforR. In particular, targeting 

underserved groups in Rwanda and supporting bottom-up accountability could be such 

strategies.  

Although  the assessment of PforR shows the limitations of donor influence on domestic 

politics overall, another critical  conclusion is that donors make some decisions that will 

contribute to shaping a given political environment. One crucial choice is over aid 

modalities, whether project or programme. The specific modality determines fundamental 

conditions of how the Rwandan government is supported. The PforR, as an example of a 

programme-based approach, is well suited to engage with the government on policy-

ÆÏÃÕÓÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÃ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÉÏÎÓ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ own systems. It can 

also potentially support  long-term and sustainability-oriented development, and avoid the 

structural flaws of long-term aid projects. Whether the PforR can lead to developmental 

outcomes through the results mechanism also depends on the level of trust between the 

Rwandan government and the donors. Donors need to trust that their financing 

contributes to developmental results and believe government priorities and reporting. 

Rwanda needs to trust that donors-backed policies are in its own best interest and willing 

to engage critically on political issues. 

These results are specific for the Rwandan case and the agricultural sector. Yet, the 

methodology of combining causal process tracing with contribution analysis could be 

applied to study other PfoR operations or other aid modalities across different donors and 

countries to draw comparative insights into the underlying causal mechanisms. Against 
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the background of ongoing theory-led debates on results, adaptation and politics, such 

research could provide crucial empirical material for complementing these debates, and 

ultimately better inform the management of aid organisations and their interventions.  
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