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MAKING ROOM FOR POLITICS – WHY THE TECHNICIAN’S 
APPROACH TO MEASUREMENT ISN’T GOOD ENOUGH 

ANDREW ELLIS 

Who is shaping development and for whom?  Neither development cooperation agreements nor “poverty 

reduction strategy papers” – PRSPs - are easy reading for the non-initiated.  Although highly valued as 

one of the guiding principles of international development cooperation, “national ownership” is often 

little more than ownership by the executive branch of government.  In many developing countries, 

national development objectives cease to be issues that differentiate the platforms of political contenders.  

Political space is limited by outside actors such as international donors, their pressures, processes, and 

even conditionalities.  There is often a perception that the recipients of development assistance are more 

accountable towards the donors than towards elected representatives.  Because political institutions can‟t 

decide anything of great consequence, people with talent and public commitment may decide not to take 

part in the political process. 

 

Development and service delivery cannot be treated just as a technical exercise in which you take the 

numbers, work out the „best‟ programme and let the executive get on with it.  It is essential for 

representatives of the development community to support and enlarge „room for politics‟ – and to do so in 

the full knowledge that room for politics by definition includes room sometimes to do the wrong thing. 

 

But measurement and charting are not bad things: results are very important and you don‟t know you‟ve 

got results except by measuring them!  Rather, measurement should be internally driven, and primarily 

not an exercise in putting numbers in boxes but a catalyst for debate and dialogue about the strengths and 

weaknesses, successes and failures of both development and democracy.  An alternative assessment 

framework moves away from reliance on ranking tables and external judgment towards comprehensive 

analysis led in country by legislatures, civil society and/or academic institutions. 

 

The legislature is the representative body of the citizens and the key venue for debate of the political 

perceptions and choices.  While helping them to assume a greater role may not be free of risks, ignoring 

or excluding them is far more dangerous. Tools for building and structuring an effective legislature will 

be discussed. 


