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A force for emancipation:  
Squaring the circle of ownership and progress  

in the promotion of better governance

Jörn Grävingholt1

Development partners active in the field of governance support have long 
struggled with the dilemma of respecting country ownership in cases where 
their official domestic government counterparts show little or no interest in 
prioritising better governance. Should they push ahead regardless? Should 
they sidestep towards politically less sensitive areas? Or should they simply 
accept the situation as it is? This paper argues that there is no right answer 
to these questions in itself. Instead, donors need to put ownership into 
perspective, refocus on its emancipatory origin and pay more attention to 
their processes of strategy building and programming. By rendering strategic 
decision making on governance support programmes more transparent, 
inclusive and open to diverse stakeholders from the South, they can move to 
ensure a more robust analysis, enhance their own relevance and legitimacy, 
avoid doing harm, and ultimately respect ownership by the people, not just 
the elites.

1. The dilemma

The democratic euphoria that came with the fall of the Iron Curtain 
in Europe in 1989, and the breakdown of autocratic rule in the early 1990s 
in many countries worldwide, seemed to open the way for better, citizen-
oriented governance. That in turn, it was hoped, would help eradicate poverty 
as a mass phenomenon. Those were the days when “governance” entered the 
lexicon of development studies and the World Bank introduced the concept 
as a key variable of aid effectiveness (World Bank, 1992). Since then, much of 
that euphoria has given way to soberness. “Transition to democracy” yielded 
the field as the dominant explanatory framework and other, less teleological 
paradigms took over, such as “hybrid regimes” and “multiple pathways”. 
Obviously, governance is more than just a contingent condition that can be 
reformed and improved if only the technical skills needed are available.
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Instead, governance is about power relations. Its quality cannot be 
assessed without reference to the interest that it is to promote. Forms of 
governance that are utterly dysfunctional from one point of view (say, for 
instance, for the reduction of poverty in a society) may make perfect sense 
from another one (such as for those who hold power positions and intend 
to do so for as long as possible). The “logic of political survival” (Bueno 
de mesquita et al., 2003) is a driving force in every political system. Even 
“reformist” governments are usually not inclined to enact policies just for 
the sake of transparency and accountability if at the same time they threaten 
their incumbency.

Today only a few governments worldwide would openly declare 
that their rule does not follow principles of democratic governance. Far 
more governments, however, qualify their understanding of democracy 
with reference to local customs and values, for example, and thus justify 
restrictions, such as on press freedom, political equality or human rights, 
that bias the political playing field starkly in their own favour. many of the 
violent conflicts and civil wars that have ravaged parts of the middle East and 
Africa in recent years, such as in Syria, Libya, and South Sudan, have grown 
out of such regimes. In the terminology introduced by Douglass North and 
his co-authors, they qualify as “limited access orders”, where political elites 
divide up control of the economy and limit access and competition in order 
to secure the size of their rents (North, Wallis and Weingast, 2009). Limited 
access orders are the reality in the majority of countries, not just historically 
but even in the contemporary world (North, Wallis and Weingast, 2009: 
p. 2), whereas “open access orders” are the exception. Yet, as a broad strand 
of research has shown in recent years, limited access drastically restricts 
a society’s chances of reaching economic growth and sustainable welfare 
enhancement (Acemoglu et al., 2002; Knack, 2003; Faust, 2007).

External actors who want to help countries move out of poverty, avoid 
large-scale conflict and increase state resilience have no choice but to 
address the issue of governance. more specifically, the institutions that 
govern the allocation and distribution of power are key. Under exceptional 
circumstances, rulers that successfully shield themselves from popular 
accountability can manage to put a country onto a path of sustainable 
growth. In the vast majority of cases, however, societies are less lucky with 
their leadership and unaccountable rule ends in unrestrained abuse of power, 
unsustainable economies and high risks of violence. Democracies, with their 
systems of checks and balances, are most likely to generate the conditions 
for open access orders, whereas non-democratic regimes tend to come with 
limited access. But democratic rule is not a panacea either. Democratisation 
is usually an uneven process, a “bumpy” road, where the vehicle, the 
state, needs both careful steering by the driver and close attention from all 
passengers. Yet at the same time, governance in democracies differs from 
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other forms of rule precisely in that it is designed to keep public attention 
relatively high and to feed back quickly on the leaders’ steering capacities, 
especially when they change for the worse. Governance aid can help improve 
the steering capacities of the “drivers” and support the oversight that is 
exerted by the “passengers”.

But what if this kind of external support (and especially the citizen-
centred part of it) is unwanted and resisted by those who claim to speak on 
behalf of their nation? Often times, promoting open and better governance 
that would allow power-wielders to be held accountable meets with the 
natural resistance from ruling elites that are not committed to fair and 
inclusive rules of the game – because those rules would allow the possibility 
of them losing political power and, thus, access to politically guaranteed rents.

Governance support under these conditions typically runs the risk 
of being stuck in one out of three unsatisfactory scenarios (or equally 
unsatisfactory combinations thereof):

1. Limiting support to technical, merely formal and rather superficial 
areas of governance; in this scenario, such support risks contributing 
to the functioning of autocratic rule.

2. Concentrating support on the reform of one or two highly visible 
formal institutions (such as a constitution or an important reform 
law) that governments officially agreed to but hardly intend to truly 
implement; this scenario often ends with the building of democratic 
façades behind which the old system continues to work as usual but 
with a new lease of life as visible external support is a currency that 
can be exchanged for increased internal legitimacy.

3. Limiting support to low-level, grass-roots activities close to the 
people but without the leverage to really make a lasting difference 
to their lives as the institutional and political environment remains 
fundamentally unchanged.

To be sure, there is nothing wrong per se about any of these instruments 
of support – except maybe for the idea that they can never be wrong. 
For unless they are embedded in a suitable strategy, they can actually be 
harmful. It is also true that none of the above scenarios is completely under 
the control of resistant elites. Spillover effects cannot be excluded, and are 
sometimes cited to justify this type of support. many examples, however, be 
they in Africa, the middle East or Central Asia, demonstrate that systemic 
consequences are the exception. In prominent cases, such as the “Arab 
Spring” events, most observers agree that change occurred not due to 
the dominant modes of support that were afforded to the old regimes but 
rather in spite of them – and with markedly negative consequences for the 
reputation of Western governments among dissident forces.
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Against this background, some impatient politicians in development 
partner countries tend to demand easy solutions. Despite overwhelming 
evidence to the contrary, and although the notion of forcible regime change 
has deservedly lost much popularity among policy makers since the US 
disaster in Iraq and in view of the still unpredictable situation in Afghanistan, 
the idea still resonates that better governance can be “brought” to countries 
with poor governance structures via institutional transplantation from 
outside.

Where does this analysis leave the notion of “country ownership” in 
the development process? Caught between the risk of making support 
useless when it is applied, and the danger of inflicting serious harm when 
it is ignored, this paper argues that ownership in the promotion of better 
governance needs to be reoriented and specified.

To begin with, a few fundamental facts need to be restated. First, reforms 
for better governance are doomed to fail unless they are based on strong 
domestic demand. Second, support from outside can be crucial, but it has to 
be handled with care as most societies are reluctant to accept support that 
can be perceived as patronising or, even worse, serving foreign interests. 
Third, interested parties will always feel tempted to discredit external 
engagement as foreign interference in domestic affairs. In sum, the politics 
and governance of external governance support is just as messy as the 
politics and governance of national affairs in any country of the world. There 
is no neat blueprint for international support for governance reforms, just as 
there is no blueprint for how to run a country.

2. The “realist” temptation

Self-proclaimed “realists” know an easy solution to the challenge that 
arises between the call for ownership and the difficulties of making it work 
for better governance. Instead of trying to push the rock uphill, they proclaim 
donors should concentrate their efforts on helping to secure basic political 
stability – something that will almost always meet with support from 
domestic elites and thus seem both feasible and desirable. Once stability is 
secured, this reasoning continues, demands for better governance and even 
democracy will automatically arise.

This thinking leads us astray. In divided societies with contested 
polities – and an increasing number of poor countries suffers from deep 
divisions over political institutions – stability cannot be achieved without 
addressing fundamental issues of exclusion and marginalisation on the 
one hand, and abuse of power on the other. Yes, stability under autocratic 
auspices can be “borrowed” for a while, and if a society experienced large-
scale violence (like in Tajikistan), this while might last for many years. But 
in most cases, payback time will come and demand its due. Democratic 
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politics and human rights are not a luxury commodity reserved for stable, 
affluent societies. On the contrary: historically, democracy developed as an 
institutional response to societal conflict and has proven to be a powerful 
instrument to tame violence and instil long-term stability – despite the 
political unrest that often comes with political contestation in nascent 
democracies, and however imperfect today’s democracies may be in many 
regards. A short-term focus on stability, by contrast, will as a rule produce 
exactly that: short-term stability. The true trouble is often postponed until 
most resources of corruption and repression are exhausted. In such contexts, 
the turmoil of democratisation that frequently sets in is not a consequence 
of democratisation in itself but of the undemocratic conditions that gave 
way to democratic “experiments” in the first place (and such violence is not 
exclusive to democratising societies as the sad case of Syria demonstrates). 
True realism would have to acknowledge that in today’s world the genie of 
citizen participation and government accountability has long been out of the 
bottle – and that attempts at forcing it back for the sake of stability increase 
the risk of producing greater instability in the long run.

3. Ownership in perspective

If the above analysis is true, it is crucial to put ownership into 
perspective. Initially meant to promote emancipation in the interest of the 
peoples of the global South, ownership has all too often been interpreted 
as synonymous with bureaucratic intergovernmentalism and political risk 
avoidance, thus actually impeding popular emancipation from the South’s 
own predatory rulers. Governance support alone will never be able to turn 
a corrupt regime into a model democratic government. Nor will it end 
all inefficiencies of poor governance (nor will any external intervention 
alone ever be able to do the trick). But positive examples demonstrate 
that governance support can help crucial initiatives succeed and can act 
as a catalyst for long-term systemic improvements if better use is made 
of its potential and ownership is understood to serve the people, not the 
incumbent elites. Four areas where new perspectives on ownership could 
make a difference spring to mind:

1. Donors in the field of governance support need to think far beyond 
the realm of partner governments when considering ownership, 
and instead include a large variety of local stakeholders in the 
picture (pluralist perspective). Inevitably, this requires thorough 
knowledge of the local context and the ability to walk a thin 
tightrope between legitimate advocacy for broader representation 
and the risk of patronising one’s partners. How can aid organisations 
be trained to succeed in this demanding challenge? One way to 
make a bureaucracy “learn” this ability is to engage voices from 
the global South far more actively in discussions about strategy 
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and programming. This could mean, for example, to systematically 
establish international programme boards that include a wide 
variety of these voices, both from affected countries and from 
elsewhere. These boards should not only advise donor governments 
on individual aid programmes but on overall country strategies, 
thus reflecting the interdependence of different sectoral approaches. 
In a nutshell, donors active in support of better governance could 
make pluralism the trademark of 1)  their analytical work; 2)  their 
decision making on country strategy and programming; and 3) their 
monitoring and evaluation. Why should the very same principle 
that contributes to making governance better not be applied to 
governance support? (Obviously, implementing this idea would require 
more flexibility in the use of instruments, funding modalities and 
budgeting requirements than most donor systems exhibit to date.)

2. Respecting ownership in governance support should also mean 
that development partners do not focus so much on specific policy 
outcomes – where ownership is crucial and should generally have its 
way. Instead their efforts should concentrate on the transparency 
and inclusivity of the decision-making process in partner countries 
(see Faust, 2010). Such a procedural perspective on ownership would 
make donor interventions less vulnerable to allegations of serving 
donor interests or political preferences. At the same time, it would 
require all non-aid policies, such as trade and security, to send the 
same message (Booth, 2012).

3. Respecting ownership should not lead donors to think that countries 
are locked in by their history and that improvements in governance 
are not possible. While donors thinking about governance reform 
in any partner country will necessarily have to start from what 
exists at present, they should do so with a wider view both across 
time (historical perspective) and space (sub-national perspective) and 
without seeing history as the sole predictor of the future (non-
deterministic perspective). Although the example of the Arab Spring 
gives a stark warning against democratisation euphoria, it has 
clearly demonstrated that populations can demand rights that they 
never enjoyed in the past and that their leaders never intended 
to afford to them. At the same time, cases of unexpected political 
openings remind us that the success of governance support cannot 
fully be measured against the yardstick of quick impact. While a 
culture of rigorous monitoring and evaluation is needed in the area 
of governance support as much as in development co-operation 
generally, the achievements and time frames expected need to 
reflect the complexity of the task.
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4. Finally, it is useful to think of governance reform as a process that 
involves components of (popular) demand and (institutional) supply. 
The recommended balance between the two components will 
differ according to their relative strength in a given state-society 
relationship. What is crucial here, however, is to strike the right 
balance between the two (balanced supply-and-demand perspective). 
Reforms of formal state institutions that are not backed up by 
sufficient public interest in holding office holders accountable, for 
instance, will typically end in window dressing. Strong popular 
demand for more inclusion and participation, on the other hand, 
can turn from a force for constructive change into a force for 
anarchy unless it is translated into institutions of participation and 
thus channelled and filtered for the needs of the political process. 
External supporters must be aware that both sides of the equation 
require attention and that country ownership in a reform process 
must not lead to ignoring one or the other.

While none of the above may seem revolutionary, too little has been 
achieved in this direction. Donor governments may struggle with the idea 
of yielding some control over programming. Governance specialists may 
value technical expertise higher than the political process of getting at a 
result. Long-seasoned aid agency staff may turn fatalistic in the face of hard-
nosed developing country leaders. Grassroots activists may scorn believers 
in the virtue of formal institutions, and vice versa. Donor governments may 
be happy to limit their engagement to what partner governments demand. 
Yet unless our concept of ownership is turned from a justification for 
“government as gatekeeper” into a force for emancipation, progress in the 
promotion of better governance will hardly ever mean more than picking the 
low-hanging fruits.

Note
1. I am grateful to Karina mroß and Christian von Haldenwang for feedback on a first draft 

of this paper. The paper has also benefitted from ideas contributed by Lennart Bendfeldt, 
Linda Berk, Charlotte Fiedler and Karina mroß in the context of earlier research on 
international support to peace and democracy in Nepal.
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