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 NOTES TO SELF – ORGANISATIONAL POLITICS

Notes to self – Organisational politics

Lucy

Everybody seems to agree that governance is inseparable from politics, but I can 
only surmise from the literature that while everybody thinks politics is important 
nobody really knows what to do about it. I have piles of reading on my desk and 
my colleagues are always quick to circulate new political economy analysis, and to 
suggest the latest big-name development political scientists I should read.

My own view is that there appears to have been a drive to instrumentalise politics, 
as a way of improving our overall developmental impact, and also a concern to 
engage as part of the broader accountability agenda.  But from my reading it seems 
that the development approach is terribly donor and programme centric. I have to 
go back to my academic reading for discussions of the longer term relationship 
between politics and development – let alone wider questions of how outside 
actors can influence policy debates and decisions.

From what I can see there are three major types of development writing on the 
issue, and a fourth wave emerging:

1. Political economy analysis –Lots of great work going back to the DFID “drivers 
of change” studies. There are now papers that explain different tools for PEA, and 
plenty of actual studies, many available online. The World Bank has also produced 
a book on their approach. The various tools seem to differ partly based on whether 
they look at long-term “deep” politics – the underlying factors inherent in society and 
political culture – or instead shorter-term tools that look at individual personalities 
and leaders. There are several different courses I can attend if I want to find out 
more. I know that the different tools have been used at national and programme 
levels, I saw a video of DFID’s Stefan Kossoff on YouTube saying that the next wave 
of PEA is all about project-level work. But the elephantine question in the room is 
“what happens to all the studies?” There seems to be a critique, particularly work 
by Pablo Yanguas and David Hulme, that development agencies tend to do great 
analysis and lose the insights within their own systems.
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2. Working on political systems – democratic governance has been one of the 
technical areas of work since day one; most of my colleagues have worked on 
election programmes and parliamentary reform. Tom Carothers is the expert and 
his book Aiding Democracy Abroad, is a classic, but I loved reading his “almost 
revolution” book that brought lots of these issues together. The literature suggests 
that support for political institutions is often quite limited and may only address 
one particular body (such as the parliament – and then maybe only the library). 
Perhaps the only area that gets much wider support are elections, even if it is only 
during the year of the vote. On the governance course we discussed the fact that 
political governance programmes often bring a lot of reputational risk, and the 
terminology itself can be contested (leading to different formulations and even 
approximations).

3. Political settlements and pacts – I know that political settlements are the 
underlying understandings about the management of power that exist between 
elites, and that some people call them “elite pacts” and the World Bank used “good 
enough coalitions”. I know that these settlements can take many different shapes, 
and exist for very short periods or for centuries – although they have to evolve 
to survive – but that they determine a lot about how institution work. So far so 
good, but I also know that talking about elites can be seen as politically incorrect 
in development. The practice papers say that only inclusive political settlements 
can be durable, but then others ask how inclusive does that need to be? Perhaps 
it is good that in a review of practice Jones, Elgin-Cossart and Esberg from New 
York University found that donors don’t really know what to do about political 
settlements anyway, which may make this a question that is unlikely to come up 
during my work.

The newer kid on the block is “thinking and working politically”, which came from 
some ideas by Adrian Leftwich the academic whose work originally pushed us to 
understand that development is always political. Apparently Thinking and Working 
Politically is being promoted by the TWP Community of Practice who have argued 
that understanding politics is only a very small part of the issue. The real challenge, 
they say, is to integrate political approaches into all types of development activity 
to achieve greater change. According to the group a politically smart programme 
is one that:

Principle: Characteristics
1  Analysis: political insight 

and understanding
 � Interrogate the project & the sector with a relentless focus on interests, 

incentives and institutions.

 � Be frank about where power resides and on whose behalf it is being used.

 � Recognise the multiple (and potentially contradictory) nature of interests at play.

 � Focus on problems identified and articulated by local actors, not outsiders.

 � Ensure as far as possible these problems are “legitimated” by all stakeholders, 
thereby ensuring ownership.
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2  Context: empower local 
leaders and respond to 
domestic environment

 � Work with and through local players, stakeholders, convenors and power-brokers 
(what David Booth calls “arm’s length” aid).

 � Understand the network of stakeholders involved and facilitate coalitions of 
different interests rather than relying on a “principal-agent” relationship with 
one ministry / minister.

3  Design: flexibility and 
adaptability in design 
and implementation

 � Be guided by the programme goal, and do not be overly prescriptive in how 
to achieve it. Strategy should set a clear goal and then “weather” non-linear 
processes. Clear goals should not translate into rigid project frameworks – they 
represent an understanding of what changes you are hoping to promote.

 � Recognise that politics is not static, continue to test assumptions made in 
Principle 1

 � Merge design and implementation with a focus on a series of small 
“experimental” or “incremental” steps and monitor results. In this way 
implementation and M&E become one concurrent process.

 � Periodically engage in “review and reflection” exercises to critique and 
understand what is working and what is not – and stop doing what does not 
work.

 � Understand your own agency’s political economy – what can be negotiated and 
what can’t.

One of the things that I like about the TWP approach is that it does not assume that 
“aid” or the role of development actors should (or does) bring automatic influence. 
It seems to be more orientated to a world in which aid is only one of many sources of 
development finance and in which development actors need to rely on persuasion 
and advocacy, learning from civil society, and community based approaches.  Big 
development actors learning about influence from local communities – that could 
be interesting.  It also suggests that development workers need to think about 
networks and alliances, for a donor agency worker I guess that also means thinking 
about the role of diplomatic colleagues.

So, overall, it looks as though to make sense of my assignment I must immerse 
myself in the political economy analysis and understand both the deep underlying 
politics and also who is friends with who, or related to who or hates who in the 
government. But I also need to think about the mechanics of politics and how the 
machinery of the political systems works – is it just a theatre/drama of power or 
does it really set the rules and provide the structure for government? The phrase 
“the rules of the game” is used often and the term, and it is no surprise that many 
“rules” will not be written down, but I am worried that there may be many games 
going on with lots of different rules. Finally I need to know whether the political 
settlement is durable, inclusive etc. Once I have started to get my head around all 
that then I have at least begun to make sense of the first principle of the TWP group.

My own instinct is that the most important step in making sense of all the politics 
stuff is just to talk to people, listen to as many different voices as I can and start to 
get a bearing on what issues matter to local people. But I also remember hearing 
that the real problem with politics is that development practitioners sometimes 
overanalyse and then under-manage and under-plan. I heard a story that somebody 
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asked a conference of academics on “Making Politics Practical” how many had 
done consultancies to deliver PEA, and most raised their hands, and then they were 
asked how many had then been asked to help with plans and strategies as a result 
– and nobody had been. I need to make a note – ask colleagues what we hope all 
our political analysis and programming is going to achieve?

The briefings I have been sent are by real experts, I am sure that they will shed light 
on what I need to know.
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