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Foreword 

 
The purpose of this report is threefold: (i) Provide a review of the current state of play with respect to CD 
priorities highlighted in the Paris Declaration and the AAA. (ii) Provide an input to a “Synthesis Report” on 
CD key messages for Busan. (iii) Set an agenda for further technical work post-Busan.  Over the longer 
term, it is primarily intended to provide background for LenCD resource corners and learning materials 
and hopefully offers a special CD perspectives to the leadership on the International Dialogue on 
Peacebuilding and Statebuilding.  

 
The OECD/DAC definition of capacity and capacity development is adopted as a default: Capacity is the 
ability of people, organizations and society as a whole to manage their affairs successfully. Capacity 
development is the process whereby people, organizations and society as a whole unleash, strengthen, 
create, adapt and maintain capacity over time.  These definitions remain quite general and call for further 
precision in order to be operationally useful (see box).  

 

 
Discussing Capacity Development 

 
Different organisations and institutional networks view capacity development in a variety of ways, for example: 

 UNDP
1
 specifies three points where capacity is grown and nurtured: in an enabling environment, in 

organizations and in individuals. It concentrates on four strategic priorities: institutional arrangements 
and incentives, leadership, knowledge and accountability and five functional capacities:  engaging 
stakeholders; assessing a situation; formulating policies and strategies; budgeting, managing and 
implementing; and evaluating.  

 NEPAD’s Capacity Development Strategic Framework has six cornerstones: leadership transformation; 
citizen transformation; knowledge and innovation; using African potential, skills, and resources; capacity 
of capacity builders; integrated planning and implementation. 

 The ECDPM capacity study distinguishes among individual competences (leadership, education and 
training and skills), group capabilities (policy development, strategizing and managing organizations) and 
system capacity in the form of values such as legitimacy, resilience, transparency, human rights, free flow 
of information, rule of law, voting rights, and rights to organize.   The core capabilities are: to commit and 
engage; to carry out technical, service delivery and logistical tasks; to relate and attract resources and 
support; to adapt and self-renew; and to balance coherence and diversity. 

 The Accra Agenda for Action’s strategic priorities are: civil society and private sector engagement, 
country systems, enabling environments and incentives, capacity development in fragile situations, 
integrating capacity development in national and sector strategies, relevance, quality, and choice of 
capacity development support. 

 
It is difficult to discuss “capacity development” without first determining what kind of capacity is needed and 
what it should look like in operation.  Without this clarity, discussions on capacity development tend to become 
general exchanges on what makes for good development practice.  Regardless of which of these or other 
approaches is used, it is critical for practitioners to understand what they are seeking in terms of capacity and to 
use this as the basis for identifying activities which will help to encourage its development, rather than assuming 
that certain mechanisms will automatically enhance capacity.  

 

 

                                                           
1
 UNDP 2009.   
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Executive Summary 

 
All states but the most developed and institutionalized have some elements of fragility but the most 
fragile  situations are characterized by weak capacity to carry out the basic functions of governing the 
population, low trust between the state and the population and limited political will. This Note looks at 
how capacity unfolds under such conditions and how the approach to capacity development needs to be 
modified over that used in other developing countries.   
 
The Note draws heavily on the work done by the International Network on Conflict and Fragility (INCAF), 
a subsidiary body of the OECD Development Assistance Committee, and the joint work on capacity 
development and fragile states being done by the UNDP’s Bureau for Conflict Prevention and Recovery 

and the World Bank Institute.  Other documentation has also been consulted.  There is considerable 
agreement on some issues among the different organizations and individuals doing research, 
although these do not lend themselves to easy solutions and tradeoffs are often necessary.  
The general thrust of the material reviewed is that current approaches to capacity development have not 
been very effective in most fragile and post-conflict states and have even been detrimental in some 
cases2.  Part of the reason for this is that fragile and post-conflict states are rife with dilemmas where no 
solution will accommodate all concerns and solutions may be far from ideal. Careful analysis of the 
context such as through political economy and dilemma analyses is important to understand the entry 
points for action and the implications of various choices. 

 
In addition, there needs to be a better understanding between country partners and donors of what 
capacity is to be developed and for whom and how this links with higher-order goals such as increasing 
the legitimacy of the state.  This may take considerable time and may require exchanges and dialogue 
among stakeholders with disparate views. Donors can encourage the formation of networks and 
platforms to bring together leaders who want to promote capacity to exchange ideas on how.   

 
Linear methods of planning and implementation are often problematic in fragile situations. Adaptation to 
their complex and changing contexts may require the greater flexibility inherent in emergent or 
incremental approaches.  These approaches require much more attention to on-going learning from 
experience so that activities can be adapted accordingly. In general, monitoring and evaluation systems 
for capacity need to take into account both tangible and intangible results, including resilience, 
sustainability, and legitimacy, and how they interact.   

 
International TA should be used sparingly and diasporas should be tapped where possible. Regional 
advisers seem to be more appropriate for coaching and mentoring than other internationals because of 
better cultural understanding3.  All TA, national and international, should be given clear direction on 
expectations in reference to capacity development.  It is also important to ensure that country partners 
have a role in the management of TA from the beginning of the program and to increase this in phases as 
national capacity is built and demonstrated.   

 

                                                           
2
 EuropeAid p 6.  

3
 Osmani slide 6. 
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Topping up of the salaries of national public servants should only take place when there is broad 
agreement among the main donors working in the country on how it should be done.  In fragile 
situations, it is especially important to have a code of conduct specifying how to avoid undermining the 
limited capacity of the public service. 
 
The role of donors may need to expand or change to include new activities, such as insulating or 
protecting partner organizations from political pressures so as to give them space to develop their 
capacity, including their legitimacy.  One way of doing this is to ensure that the management frameworks 
for projects and programs provide room for experimentation with and testing of new ideas and 
approaches and that monitoring criteria focus on processes of learning rather than specific tangible 
results.  
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Introduction   
 
1.1. What are “fragile” situations? 
 
The terminology “fragile situations” recognizes that areas, as well as entire states, can be fragile or post-
conflict. The terminology has been applied to areas as diverse as East Timor which is proud to have won a 
long battle for independence and Northern Uganda where the Lord’s Resistance Army has long had a 
destabilizing influence. These areas are characterized by weak state capacity to carry out the basic 
functions of governing the population and the territory concerned and by limited government ability to 
develop mutually constructive and reinforcing relations with the society of the area. There is little trust 
between the state and its citizens and the concept of mutual obligations is poorly embedded. Social 
capital is limited, often because of ethnic diversity. Political will to provide basic services is usually 
limited.    
 
The concept of fragility in the context of areas and states has been in use only since about 2005 and 
originated in concerns about how to encourage development in post-conflict countries such as Zimbabwe 
with limited political will to do so. The concept recognizes the need for different responses in fragile 
situations than in more stable ones.   
 
Stability and fragility form a spectrum which extends from the predictable structures and processes of 
the Scandinavian countries to the chaos and fluidity caused by the absence of a functioning central state 
in Somalia. Some elements of fragility can be found in all but the most developed and institutionalized 
states4. The chief concern about fragility is the risk of conflict or humanitarian disaster. The following 
three aspects of state-society relations influence the resilience or fragility of situations5 and their 
potential for falling into conflict: 
 

 The political settlement which reflects the implicit or explicit agreement, usually among elites, on 
the rules of the game, power distribution and the political processes through which state and 
society are connected.  
 

 The capability and responsiveness of the state to effectively fulfill its principal functions and 
provide key services. 
 

 Broad social expectations and perceptions about what the state should do, what the terms of the 
state-society relationships should be and the ability of society to articulate demands that are 
‘heard’.   

 
Resilience is about the virtuous synergies among these dimensions.  Fragility, on the other hand, occurs 
when the connections deteriorate and weaken6. Legitimacy is at the heart of the interactions among the 
dimensions and derives from multiple sources that may co-exist or compete.  Understanding its sources is 
central to interventions in statebuilding, as discussed later in this paper. These terms and others are 
more fully explained in the box below. 

                                                           
4
 OECD/DAC 2008b (Jones) p 12. 

5
 OECD/DAC 2010a p 5. 

3
Ibid.  

6
 Ibid.  



7 

 

     
This paper builds on the work of ECDPM in the preface above that differentiates among competencies at 
the individual level, group capabilities and system capacity. (See Finding 6 below for more details.) This 
approach puts considerable emphasis on building the legitimacy of organizations, institutions (in the 
sense of rules of society, formal and informal) and the broader society. It also stresses the relationships 
among these different entities.   
 
1.2. Capacity development and statebuilding 

 
To move beyond fragility, a country needs to develop its basic functions for governing the population and 
for developing and maintaining mutually constructive and reinforcing relations with society. This process 
of statebuilding (which should not be confused with the process of investing in national symbols and 
social relationships that is nation building) is based on three main propositions7: 
 

 The evolution of a state’s relationship with society is at the heart of it. 

 It is a deeply political process and understanding the context - particularly what is perceived as 
legitimate in a specific context – is crucial. 

 It is an endogenous process which, by definition, limits the role of donors.  
 

                                                           
7
 OECD/DAC 2010a p 5.  

Key terms 

Legitimacy – a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper and appropriate 

within some socially constructed systems of norms, beliefs and definitions (Suchman 1996, p 574). A state’s legitimacy 

is the acceptance in society that the organizations and institutions that make up the state have the right to rule. 

(OECD/DAC 2010b Do No Harm p 47).  

Nationbuilding – deliberate strategies – usually by domestic elites – to forge a common national identity around the 

idea of a nation, whether defined in an ethnic, cultural, historical or political sense. (OECD/DAC 2008b p 13) 

Peacebuilding – Actions undertaken by international or national actors to institutionalize peace, understood as the 

absence of armed conflict and at least a modicum of political process. Post-conflict peacebuilding is the subset of such 

actions undertaken after the termination of armed hostilities. (OECD 2008b p 13) 

Resilience – ability to absorb shocks and to adapt to change using existing political wherewithal to respond to 

challenges such as managing and adapting to social expectations about the relationship between state and society 

(based on OECD 2010a pgs 12-13)  

Statebuilding – an endogenous process to enhance capacity, institutions and legitimacy of the state driven by state-

society relations (OECD 2010a International Support to Statebuilding p 11).  It involves an effective political process for 

negotiating the mutual demands between state and social groups. Legitimacy will be the principal outcome over time 

of an effective process. (OECD/DAC 2008a p 14). 
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The key dimensions of statebuilding8 - the political processes which drive it, state-society relations, and 
the capabilities of the state to provide key functions - together present a profound capacity challenge and 
a CD lens is critical to understanding the statebuilding processes involved.  Capacity development at the 
organizational level is often focused on management and operations, whereas CD at the state level is 
often concerned with capabilities like providing security, resolving conflicts and giving voice and 
representation to the public.  Also important is increasing the legitimacy of power holders, often through 
improving services and access to resources for the population.  Because of the scale involved, CD is riskier 
at the state level than at the organizational level and presents more opportunity for doing harm.   
 
1.3. The context for capacity development in fragile situations 
 
Capacity development tends to be even more difficult in fragile situations than in more stable situations. 
Sometimes it is because of conditions that exist more generally in developing countries but are more 
pronounced and distorted in states affected by conflict.  Power and politics in fragile states have, for 
example, fewer checks and balances than in other countries and elites can take advantage of political 
disorder for their own purposes. In fragile situations, the shadow or informal state can take on a more 
pervasive and powerful role, to the point of challenging the authority of the state.  
 
The nature of the challenges in fragile states can also be different from those in more stable situations.   
In some post-conflict states such as Timor-Leste the damage to physical infrastructure was devastating. 
Ministries, schools and hospitals were burned and many documents destroyed, such as birth records. 
Sixty-five per cent of the population lost their homes. The destruction in Liberia has similarly been 
massive.  In addition to this physical damage, war damages the social fabric, often leaving citizens with a 
distrust of others, lingering fears and an overriding concern about survival. 
 
The instability of peace agreements in many fragile situations results in regular crises that distract 
leadership from the day-to-day functions of running a government in favor of fighting fires and 
positioning for power. When these activities dominate, as is often the case, it is difficult to get leaders to 
pay attention to the longer-term perspective of capacity development.  Sustaining attention for it is even 
more challenging.   
 
1.4. Structure of this Note 
 
Section 2 of this Note summarizes the considerable body of theory and evidence now emerging from 
multiple work streams on topics relating to capacity development in fragile situations, especially that 
done by the International Network on Conflict and Fragility (INCAF), a subsidiary body of the OECD 
Development Assistance Committee which has as one of its areas of work  the International Dialogue on 
Peacebuilding and Statebuilding9, and the joint work on capacity development and fragile states being 
done by the UNDP’s Bureau for Conflict Prevention and Recovery and the World Bank Institute.  Other 
documentation has also been consulted.  Section 3 looks more closely at the operational implications of 
this information for donors and partner countries. Section 4 looks ahead to and beyond the next High 
Level Forum in Busan, South Korea. 

                                                           
8
 OECD/DAC 2009d (OECD Informal Group on Capacity Development Event) (Nils Boesen). 

9
 The International Dialogue on Peacebuilding and Statebuilding brings together fragile and conflict-affected 

countries and regions, development partners and international organizations for policy discussions aimed at 
improving national and international efforts in fragile and conflict-affected situations.  
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Section 2: Reviewing the evidence  
 
Fragile situations are attracting much current interest and there is considerable on-going research and 
analysis. Because this work is recent and some key papers are still available only in draft, it would be 
misleading to suggest that there is wide agreement among partner countries and donors on the themes 
emerging. However, there is considerable agreement among the different organizations and individuals 
doing research on some issues, although as the following discussion illustrates, these do not lend 
themselves to easy solutions.  Tradeoffs are often necessary. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The first of the Principles for good international engagement in fragile states and situations10 calls for 
taking context as the starting point – understanding the specific context in a country and developing a 
shared view between country partners and donors of the strategic response required. Such an analysis is 
expected to build and expand on the kinds of issues raised in the section above on context.  It requires 
mutual learning and the development of trust.  
 
Multiple perspectives on where the country is and should be going and, hence, the capacity it requires to 
get there, are the norm in post-conflict states and reflect the agendas of different stakeholders. These 
differences are often deeply rooted in societies and at the base of past crises and current tensions.  In 
many countries, there are national consultations among stakeholders including partner governments, 
civil society and donors to try to arrive at a shared understanding of the context and what this implies for 
capacity development activities. The countries visited as part of the Principles Monitoring Review, for 
example, have all benefited from some exercises intended to help develop a joint understanding of the 
context. The success in arriving at shared understanding was, however, mixed. In several cases, there 
were substantial differences among stakeholders in terms of their reading of the context. In others, there 
were general visions but without agreement on specific priorities and approaches11. Countries where a 
level of agreement on analysis and priorities has emerged – usually over a long period of time - have 
usually benefitted from leadership by government and/or a coalition of international partners over 
lengthy periods of time, for example, Sierra Leone and Timor-Leste12. 
 
The analytical effort required to truly understand the context is substantial and the time to do it is not 
always available13. Contextual understanding requires knowledge of the history of the country and 
region.  It also requires an understanding of the “real politik” or how the systems of power, both formal 
and informal work, including the incentives which motivate the elites who control the country.  Contacts 

                                                           
10

 OECD/DAC 2007. 
11

 OECD 2010c (Monitoring Survey) p 18.  
12

 Ibid.  
13

 Examples of tools for doing conflict assessments include Effective Conflict Analysis Exercises: Overcoming 
Organisational Challenges?, Report No. 36446-GLB, 21 June, 2006 by The World Bank, Conflict-related Development 
Analysis (CDA), 2003, Bureau for Crisis Prevention and Recovery, United Nations Development Program, New York 
and the Country Indicators for Foreign Policy, Carleton University, Ottawa, Canada. 

Finding 1: “Taking context as the starting point” for capacity development is an increasingly accepted 

theoretical principle but much programming is not well rooted in an understanding of the country 

context  

http://www.gsdrc.org/go/display&type=Document&id=2957
http://www.gsdrc.org/go/display&type=Document&id=2957
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between nationals and international partners help to increase this understanding14. It is important to 
avoid focusing solely on gaps in the system but to also recognize strengths including the centres of 
excellence which have survived the crisis, such as university departments, national schools, NGOs, and 
confessional training centres. These help to lay a foundation for agreements between country partners 
and donors on key areas for cooperation.  In Southern Sudan, coming to a compromise on priorities 
required some tough bargaining and difficult decisions, as the box below illustrates.   
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Starting from the context means turning around the process of identification and planning of activities to 
build on what is feasible rather than working from normative views of priorities and measurements of 
the perceived gap between a desired state of affairs and the current capacity. Finding openings and 
opportunities for making a difference and identifying the time and space for learning - ‘Ba” in Japanese15 
- then become more important than trying to implement a set of activities in a predetermined sequence.  
A degree of readiness for change on the part of the organization or sector is critical to success.  
 
 
 
 
Although, on balance, most international interventions have had a positive effect, both the Fragile States 
Principles Monitoring Survey and Do No Harm have identified a significant number that have led to the 
weakening of state capacity, security and legitimacy.  Uneven treatment of different provinces and the 
urban/rural gap have exacerbated social divides and even created “a time bomb” of angry young men 
converging on some cities.  Young people are, however, largely absent from priority programming16, with 

                                                           
14

 OECD/DAC 2010f (Monitoring: Democratic Republic of the Congo) p 24.  
15

 Hosono et al 2010 p 6. 
16

 OECD/DAC 2010d. (Monitoring Survey) p 38.  

Finding 2: In fragile situations the risk of doing harm to existing national capacity is considerable 

Agreeing priorities 
 

Southern Sudan is facing some major challenges in the near future including a referendum on 

independence scheduled for January 2011 and the possibility of internal conflict afterwards. In order to 

ensure the sustainability of the institutional framework of the Government, the UNDP worked with it and 

the international community to agree on a set of core functions.  The group then distinguished between 

essential functions which need to be in place in the shortest possible time and expected functions which 

are essential for the progressive achievement of full functionality but can be put into place in the 

medium term.  Despite competing interests across many sectors, the original list of over 100 functions 

was trimmed to 7 essential or core activities including: 

Executive Leadership:  1) Targeted executive peer learning on fundamentals of macro policy; 

Rule of Law: 2) Improve legislative approval process and 3) provide training to new police recruits;  

Fiduciary Management: 4) Contingency planning for currency options, payments and accounting systems 
and 5) customs management function in place; 
Natural Resources: 6) Mechanisms are in place for regulating and monitoring the oil sector and 7) for oil 
revenue collection, stabilization, verification & accounting at the government level. 
 
Based on material provided by Joe Feeney, Head of Office, UNDP, Southern Sudan 
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little effort to build their skills or to provide them with employment.  Large disparities in pay structures 
between public servants and international technical assistance (TA) personnel, as well as unpredictable 
financial flows which inhibit regular service delivery, reduce the confidence of citizens in the state and 
undermine its legitimacy.  
 
Although TA is useful in the early post-recovery period to restart services, too much of it and for too long 
has contributed to brain drain out of government and resentment among nationals over salary 
differentials. In Timor-Leste, foreign technical assistance is seen as dismissing existing Timorese capacity 
and not building on what already exists in terms of systems which, while fragile, are nonetheless effective 
for the government17.  In Liberia, donor modalities discourage institutional memory by using different 
consultants at different stages of the project cycle18. In the DRC, the frequent turnover of personnel 
means a loss of continuity and institutional memory19. 
 
Development programming focuses largely on technical fixes such as training, technical assistance, and 
study tours which avoid important political issues. In Haiti, for example, donors have placed staff in 
ministries and at the Ministry of Planning to facilitate data processing but the core problem is one of 
mistrust and unwillingness to collaborate and share information20. There tends to be less attention to 
building solutions to potentially destabilizing problems such as the future direction of Timor Leste, a 
priority cited during the consultations on peacebuilding and statebuilding21.  Nonetheless, there are 
promising examples of programs which address political issues such as the Burundi example below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
17

 OECD/DAC 2010n (Consultations: Timor-Leste) p 4.  
18

 Personal communication with Bill Tod, consultant with Ministry of Internal Affairs in Liberia.  
19

 OECD/DAC 2010k (Consultations: DRC English summary) p 3. 
20

 Missika 2010 p 1.  
21

 OECD 2010i (Consultations Synthesis) p 29. 

Using Experiential Learning to Build Trust 

The Woodrow Wilson Foundation believes that, rather than imposing peace settlements, what is needed is a 

deeper understanding among the parties to the conflict that they have shared interests, a common vision and a 

need to work with each other.  The Foundation has organized training sessions based on experiential learning to 

bring key leaders in Burundi, the DRC and Liberia together in a long-term process designed to resolve the 

tensions and mistrust produced by war and to build the capacity to work together across ethnic and political 

divisions.  Through the teaching of concepts such as ‘interest-based negotiation’, they aim to develop better 

communications between the parties and to enhance the collaborative capacity that will help t build solid 

personal and institutional relationships and lasting peace. 

Taken (almost verbatim) from Wolfe and McDonald p 136.  
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The ‘planned approach’ has been a mainstay of development cooperation for over half a century and is a 
default position for many international actors. It is based on the assumption that activities can be 
designed to support the achievement of predefined objectives. Context is mainly important to 
understand potential barriers to the implementation of a pre-selected solution. These barriers often 
include social and cultural patterns that impede modernization but the planned approach sees effective 
organizational engineering as leading to transformative change which can overcome the barriers.  
 
The planned approach puts considerable faith in international best practices and in embedding 
‘transferred’ techniques and values, such as performance management, accountability, efficiency and 
effectiveness, meritocracy and impersonal rules, and transparency, into other societies with different 
histories. Such an approach usually implies a good deal of top-down prescription about the shape of an 
effective state.  This shape usually includes efforts at public sector reform especially financial 
management, decentralization, improving the rule of law, addressing anti-corruption, strengthening 
parliament. The emphasis is on the application of impersonal rules and institutions as opposed to the 
outcomes of personal influence and power.  
 
The ‘emergent approach’ is based on a different set of assumptions. The focus is on finding a pattern of 
opportunities for capacity development in the structure and behavior of the country’s political, 
economic, cultural, social, historical and psychological systems.  A key assumption is that country political 
and economic systems shape the growth and emergence of capacity in the form of organizations and 
institutions. Another is that no amount of capacity engineering can overcome the resistance of a 
dysfunctional state-society relationship that is unable or unwilling to absorb a particular capacity 
intervention.  
   
The emergent approach tries to come to grips with processes that are non-linear and relational. Neither 
the possibilities nor the solutions are likely to be clear at the outset.  Change emerges out of the 
dynamics of the system and can be guided and influenced through learning, constant adaptation and 
communications but not managed or driven. 
 
Emergence is more ‘bottom-up’ compared to the more ‘top-down’ of the planned approach with less 
emphasis on control. Capacity interventions that can facilitate, protect, support and buffer are given 
greater priority.  A greater effort is made to utilize mediating structures, various forms of communication, 
country leadership and knowledge, safe places and spaces, greater inclusion, informal networks and 
multi-stakeholder coalitions. 
   
These two approaches are compared in the chart in Annex 1; it must be remembered that few 
interventions take place entirely at one end of the spectrum of planned to emergent. Even the most 
ardent supporters of emergence make plans and frame objectives and success criteria but their horizons 
are much shorter and their risk management approaches different.  Even where development activities 
work with pre-defined outputs and outcomes, many are leaving space for iteration and experimentation.  
Where both goals and means are clear to all parties and where the capacity to identify needs and to 
implement the proposed solution is adequate, a planned approach may be sufficient. Where the goals 

Finding 3: In fragile situations, partner countries and donors usually address capacity situations that are 

not predictable or even readily understandable in the short or even medium term - and for which a 

planned model has limited utility.   
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and means remain unclear or where the nature of change is complex and uncertain, an intervention may 
need to be more incremental or emergent.  Incremental approaches sit somewhere between planned 
and emergent ones and offer a way of combining a degree of formal strategic intent and structured 
intervention with a more adaptive and flexible approach to design and implementation that takes 
account of emergence and complexity22.  
 
Rigidly planned interventions can run into problems in fragile situations because of inadequate flexibility 
to provide responses adapted to changing conditions on the ground or to take advantage of the fast 
moving context and the opening and closing of windows of opportunity. The case studies done for the 
Peacebuilding and Statebuilding Synthesis noted short-term horizons, lack of flexibility of donor funding 
and high levels of earmarking of funds for pre-determined purposes as particular problems23, 24.  By 
contrast, security sector reform in Sierra Leone, described in the box below, was initially based on an 
emergent approach with emphasis on development of a sector strategy only coming once the reform 
process was well under way.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
22

 Land et al p 4. 
23

 OECD/DAC 2010 i (Consultations Synthesis) p 45. 
24

 OECD/DAC 2010d. (Monitoring Survey) p 35.  

Transformation of the Security Sector in Sierra Leone: An Emergent Approach  

When peace, albeit fragile, finally came to Sierra Leone, the Government had to address a large number of 

armed former combatants, a non-functioning military and a partially developed police force.  A security sector 

review was done to provide clarity on organizations in the sector and to define the significance of security for 

the future of the country. The review was integrated into the PRSP, hence aligning security and development. 

The subsequent changes to the system resulted in significantly improved public perceptions about personal 

safety.  

The process used to do the review and to reform the system could be characterized as emergent. It began with a 

powerful consensus for reform and reconstruction at the government level including political figures and the 

senior ranks of the army, intelligence and police. This was supported by the external community of which the UK 

was the most influential and provided clear leadership. The process depended in large part on getting the right 

people involved, both national and international, and ensuring continuity through the involvement of a critical 

mass of good people over the long term.  

These personnel were given considerable authority to make decisions and build relationships as conditions 

required rather than depending on “detailed, extensive and time-consuming planning”. The reform was 

governed by context and the entry points it provided as well as the guidance of individuals: “When capable 

people are empowered to make decisions, they devise ways to work together and to get things done”. The lack 

of a strategy at the beginning actually created a space for individuals to take decisions rapidly. It was only later 

that the need for a strategy became apparent later in order to ensure a sustainable future for the sector. 

International advisers acted as advisors, not implementers, and it was Sierra Leonean staff who took 

responsibility for program implementation. The Sierra Leoneans were given the space to transform their 

organizations in a politically tense environment and to build their confidence and competencies.   

Based on Jackson and Albrecht 2008. 
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Phased approaches which start small and build up as the understanding of what works in the context 
grows are often more effective approaches than starting with big systems.  Smaller interventions have 
the advantage of being less visible and allowing more learning by doing.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
Legitimacy is increasingly being recognized as an important element of capacity development and 
statebuilding. Legitimacy differs both between societies, among different groups in society and over time 
and its bases are subject to political debate.  Understanding the sources and processes that increase 
legitimacy is central to effective statebuilding25.  One view of these sources sees a state’s legitimacy as 
determined in the first instance by its performance or what it delivers including security, economic 
growth and services. The second source of legitimacy is in processes such as democratic versus 
authoritarian methods, consultation versus dictatorship and willingness to fight corruption. The third 
source of legitimacy is through appeals to alternative sources of authority such as tradition, religion and 
ethnic identity26.   
 
Another view of legitimacy sees four main sources: 1) inputs or the observance of agreed rules of 
procedure, 2) output or the perceptions about state performance, 3) shared beliefs or the narratives 
about what public authority should be, and 4) international legitimacy or the recognition of the state’s 
sovereignty27.  
 
Regardless of its source, legitimacy at the state level it is what provides the basis for rule by consent 
rather than by coercion. And lack of legitimacy contributes to fragility by undermining state authority and 
capacity because citizens are unwilling to engage with the state. Legitimacy thus matters at every level of 
capacity development. It is not, however, easy to develop legitimacy at any level – organizational, sector 
and state. It requires much effort over long periods of time and is easily dissipated as the box above on 
Timor Leste, Somaliland and Southern Sudan shows.  
  
 
 
 

                                                           
25

 OECD/DAC 2010a. p 22. 
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 OECD/DAC 2010b (Do No Harm) pages 47-48. 
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 OECD/DAC 2010a (International Support to Statebuilding) p 23.  

Finding 4:  Inadequate attention to legitimacy can jeopardize capacity development activities in 

fragile situations 
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There are deep contradictions and tensions in many aspects of capacity development and statebuilding in 
fragile situations. These create dilemmas, traps and paradoxes as the processes of change unfold.  
Solutions often involve trade-offs: what is required to achieve one goal may make another more difficult 
to achieve.  
 
Paris and Sisk define five different kinds of dilemmas28: footprint, duration, participation, dependency 
and coherence29 but in the context of capacity development, at least one more might be considered: 
short versus long term.  The six are thus:  

                                                           
28

 Dilemmas are problems that defy easy solutions because they present choices between multiple, conflicting 
imperatives (Paris and Sisk p 306).  
29

 Paris and Sisk 2008. Pgs 306 to 309. 

The On-going Struggle for Legitimacy in Timor-Leste, Somaliland and Southern Sudan  

Timor-Leste became independent in 2002 after a long period of occupation by Indonesia followed by a 

short period of an international intervention force and then a combined UN peace keeping force and 

administration mission. The country’s new leadership tried to avoid being seen as an extension of the 

international mission but the international process of transferring power to the Timorese political parties 

did not give enough attention to the issue of legitimacy, in large part because it did not recognize the 

customary practices that provided much of the social order of the country. The first elected government 

under Freitlan also was not sensitive to or broadly aware of the value of customary life or local community 

governance and struggled to be seen as legitimate in the eyes of the population.   

Somaliland, which unilaterally declared independence from Somalia in 1991, maintained enough trust and 

legitimacy with the public to hold together as it struggled to gain international recognition. Over the 

following years, the government lost some of that legitimacy through delaying elections and clamping down 

on press freedom but the erosion of public confidence was slowed by the holding of elections, changing the 

president and invoking national unity.  

In Southern Sudan, the Government of Southern Sudan (GOSS) and the Sudanese People’s Liberation 

Movement (SPLM) built considerable trust and legitimacy with the population by 1) establishing a 

government and a public administration for Southern Sudan, 2) defending the interests of Southern Sudan 

within the Comprehensive Peace Agreement, and 3) integrating the Southern Sudan Defense Forces, the 

largest political and armed opposition group in the South, into the Southern Sudan Liberation Army (SPLA).  

However, the GOSS did not do enough to heal divisions in the South nor did it stem corruption and build 

confidence in its fiscal management. It has not been able to show major peace dividends or improved 

infrastructure. The jury is out on the Government’s legitimacy but the elections in 2010 and the referendum 

in 2011 will be the tests of it.  

Based on Barltrop 2010.  

Finding 5: The dilemmas, traps and paradoxes of capacity development in fragile situations mean that 

least bad solutions are often the best available 
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 Footprint dilemmas – the degree of intrusiveness in the domestic affairs of the partner country. 
External help and even control can be very important in stabilizing a post-conflict country but the 
presence of powerful international partners and the multiplicity of parallel systems they create 
can marginalize governments.  The overuse of program implementation units, such as in the DRC 
where there are 14330, also distorts labour markets and causes brain drain.   
 

 Duration dilemmas, for example, although statebuilding is long term, open-ended missions can 
breed passivity and unwillingness to take on the responsibilities of self government.    

 

 Timeframe dilemmas including the balance between short- and long-term goals such as 
governments satisfying citizens who want to see a peace dividend by bringing in large numbers of 
outsiders to kick start services versus longer-term development of national capacity.  
 

 Timeframe dilemmas – the balance between short- and long-term goals. Such dilemmas can take 
many forms, for example, to satisfy the citizens of post-conflict countries who want to see a 
peace dividend, governments may allow outsiders to take control of key functions, like budget 
stabilization and even security. This was the case with the Regional Assistance Mission to the 
Solomon Islands (RAMSI).  Both donors and partner countries may need to show short-term 
tangible results such as holding elections, resulting in less effort to build local political capacity, 
context-specific sources of legitimacy and informal institutions31.  Transitioning from one kind of 
assistance to another, for example, from humanitarian to development assistance or from 
focused peace-building initiatives to support for state institutions, may require compromises and 
overlaps to keep interest groups happy.   In general, the incentives for both country partners and 
donors are not well aligned to support longer-term solutions.  

 

 Participation dilemmas – who is involved in capacity development activities? It is, for example, 
important to strike a balance between maintaining the cooperation of former fighters and 
potential spoilers while drawing into the political process other groups and ultimately the 
broader population.  If factional leaders become too strong, the organizations supported by 
donors may be viewed as illegitimate, with negative effects on the activities underway or 
foreseen. 
 

 Dependency dilemmas – the danger of fostering dependency among local elites and the general 
population on international resources.  While the needs in fragile situations are immense, states 
which depend for large parts of their budgets on the contributions of donors risk undermining 
the social contract between them and society and hence weakening state legitimacy. This is 
particularly true in partner countries where aid from donors represents much of the total country 
budget disbursements, such as in Afghanistan where it is 78%, in the Central African Republic 
where it is 80% and in Timor-Leste where it is 95%32.   

 

 Coherence dilemmas – There are two kinds of coherence dilemmas. The first, organizational 
coherence, is the need for coordination among the many donors and international organizations 
involved in fragile situations. While it is critical to reduce the fragmentation of aid in many 

                                                           
30

 OECD/DAC 2010d. (Monitoring Survey) p 31. 
31

 OECD/DAC 2010d. (Monitoring Survey) p 23. 
32

 OECD/DAC 2010d. (Monitoring Survey)  p 48. 
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partner countries, coordination is difficult among organizations with different lines of authority 
and budgetary autonomy.  Furthermore, it can deflect attention from more substantive issues33.  
 
The second or normative coherence dilemmas arise from disjuncture and inconsistencies in the 
values that stakeholders articulate versus the values that are reflected in actual policies and 
actions. The Afghanistan case cited below is an example of a normative coherence gap where 
what the knowledge base suggests as the most appropriate programs is not carried through to 
the activities chosen.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Technical assistance often presents a dilemma in fragile situations and many of the sub-types noted 
above can come into play. Both country partners and donors are usually under pressure from domestic 
constituencies to achieve fast results and, faced with limited national capacity, import skills to move 
programs along (timeframe dilemma).  Large contingents of international TAs tend, however, to create 
some unease among nationals over time, especially where differentials in lifestyle are marked or where 
nationals see themselves as losing control (duration, footprint and dependency dilemmas).  An example 
of this is Sierra Leone where project implementation units staffed by both international and national TA 
often substitute for formal government ministries, thus creating considerable dependency.  Reducing the 
number and size of these units will require a plan for transition which might include donor coordination 
to focus on the problem, engagement with government on restraining growth of PIUs, systematic efforts 
to limit the growth of contracted staff in government, designing PIUs to give more support to capacity 
development and more systematic attention to capacity in general (Morgan Sierra Leone 2009 p 19).  
 
Fragile situations severely limit the scope for finding the best or even good solutions to problems. 
Sometimes the best that may be possible is solutions which cause the least possible harm and disruption. 
The ideal solution is rare under such conditions. 
 
 
 
 
 
Capacity development is a form of change and everyone has a theory about how change occurs, how 
change leads to performance and what issues most influence it.  In most cases, these theories are not 

                                                           
33

 Based on Paris and Sisk 2008 p 309 and comments from reviewers. 

Finding 6:  The variety of different ways of thinking about how change and capacity development 

occur results in lack of cohesion in any one fragile situation 

The Disjuncture between the Knowledge Base and the Activities Chosen  
 

In Afghanistan, the assessment of narrative coherence is harsh. Ideology and culture seem to have 
influenced the translation of analysis into programming, resulting in a disconnect between local 
priorities for employment creation and donor preferences for internal security, counter narcotics or the 
fight against terrorism. The historical perspective has also been neglected, “facts on the ground” not 
necessarily aligned with policy objectives, and constraining factors such as skills limitations and 
inadequate infrastructure ignored.  In addition, programs are often too ambitious and too complex, with 
unrealistic timeframes. The resulting program focuses largely on military interventions rather than 
employment creation.  
 
Based on OECD/DAC 2010d (Monitoring: Afghanistan) pages 14, 15 and 16.  
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well articulated and the result is a lack of clarity and cohesion within different activities and uncertainties 
about how to proceed. In addition, the vision of capacity is often quite narrow, usually stressing the 
technical and managerial skills of individuals. Some of the different approaches to capacity and capacity 
development coming out of recent studies are described in the box below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One of the areas where the lack of a clear definition of capacity development creates a particular 
problem is with technical assistance personnel.  Most TAs in fragile situations are under pressure from 
both country partners and donors to achieve specific goals, usually formulated in terms of tangible 
results.  Many do not have a clear idea of what they are expected to do in terms of capacity 
development. They have usually been recruited for their technical knowledge rather than for their 
process skills and TORs and their annual assessments tend to focus on task accomplishment.  Under these 
conditions, it is little wonder that capacity development is a second priority for most TAs.  Indeed, few 
will engage seriously in CD efforts without the daily operational space provided by country managers.  
 
A basic step towards clarifying the concepts of capacity and capacity development is to provide some 
differentiation among levels. The ECDPM work suggests the following distinctions:   
 

 Individual competencies are the ability to do something and can include a range of skills and 
abilities from technical or logistical to mindsets, motivations and hopes. Perhaps the most 
obvious contributions at the individual level are those of leaders at all levels. Some key questions 
to ask include: What competencies are needed for individuals to do their work?  To what level do 
they need those competencies?  What is their current level? What processes can generate 
competencies?   
 

 Collective capabilities are the skills of a group, an organization or a system to do things and to 
sustain itself.  Key questions include: What kinds of capabilities are needed and to what degree of 
depth and expertise? Which capabilities are less critical? What is the present state of 
capabilities?  What processes can generate capabilities? 

Views on Capacity and Capacity Development 

Views on capacity development as cited in available country cases have been quite disparate. In Haiti and 

Timor Leste, for example, capacity development was characterized as “a patchwork of approaches influenced 

by different administrative cultures and ideas” (OECD/DAC 2010h Monitoring Survey p 24).  Stakeholders in 

the CAR saw lack of confidence, communication and transparency between country partners and donors as 

more of a problem than limited capacity per se although these factors are part of some conceptualizations of 

capacity, such as that in the box below (OECD/DAC Monitoring Survey: CAR p 26).  On the other hand, in Sierra 

Leone, the report on the Consultations on Peacebuilding and Statebuilding noted that the current perspective 

on CD is narrow, with a focus on human resource management and development but that there needs to be 

more discussion about changes required to address deeper behavioral issues such as motivation and styles of 

management (OECD/AC 2010i Consultations p 50).  In Liberia, the Consultations called for developing capacity 

beyond the technical to include less tangible skills such as conflict sensitivity (OECD/DAC 2010i Consultations p 

50).  In other cases, CD initiatives are not linked to the ‘big picture’ or strategic level (communication with VSO 

adviser in Nepal). In general, the absence of a common approach to capacity development was seen as a 

problem, for example, in Sierra Leone, where it is inhibiting progress in enhancing executive and legislative 

capacity (OECD/DAC 2010o: Monitoring Sierra Leone p 11).   
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 System capacity is the overall ability of a system to perform and make a contribution.  It is the 
outcome of the interrelationships among competencies, capabilities and the context. Some 
aspects of such a ‘capacitated’ system would be legitimacy, relevance, resilience and 
sustainability.  Key questions include: How do competencies and capabilities come together in a 
particular context to create capacity? What can be done to enhance this process?  How can the 
necessary interrelationships be stimulated?  
 

 Capacity development is about how competencies and capabilities interrelate to encourage 

virtuous cycles that support broader capacity, for example and ideally, improved individual 

leadership reinforces the group’s capability to build supportive networks and attract resources. 

Key questions include:  What stimulates virtuous cycles? What is needed to keep them on track? 

What can be done to redirect vicious cycles to become virtuous?    

It is also useful for country partners and donors to think about how capacity evolves. One view of that is 
described in the box below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In addition, the following chart provides suggestions on some of the kinds of interventions which might 
be appropriate for addressing specific capacity challenges.  
 

Challenges and illustrative interventions 

Challenges Possible interventions 
Inadequate levels of skills and 
knowledge  

Coaching and mentoring 
On-the-job training  
Short training courses 
Study tours 
Long-term educational upgrading  
Technical assistance, short or long-term  

Organization not delivering on its 
mandate  

Leadership development, particularly assistance in developing a vision and 
strategizing  
Development of management systems including financial, human resources 

The Emergence of Capacity  

One way of thinking about the evolution of capacity assumes an interaction among several parallel processes 

including: 

 The acquisition of skills, competencies, motivation, confidence and support structures by individuals, 

 The formation of collective technical and organizational functions at the group or organizational level, 

 The balancing and reinforcing of these collective capabilities as the group or organization becomes more 
varied and complex and as it identifies more clearly its niches and areas of contribution,   

 The establishment of relationships of confidence and networks of support that can help ensure 
organizational survival, legitimacy and access to resources, and   

 The acquisition of a degree of sustainability as the roles and functions of the organization become routine 
and more accepted by stakeholders. 

Many capacity interventions focus on the transfer of techniques and knowledge in the short term. Some 
successfully move to broader interventions over time, such as security sector reform in Sierra Leone.   
 
Based on Morgan 2010, p 38.  
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and  Information technology  
Development of standard operating procedures  
Team building 
Restructuring 
Coaching on how to delegate responsibility and ensure accountability 
Training on job responsibilities 

Inadequate incentives Encouraging civic dialogue and consensus building 
Strengthening accountability structures and procedures 
Strengthening rule of law  
Civil service reform, particularly measures like merit principle  
Supporting democratic elections 

Inadequate resources Provision of materiel and equipment 
Budget support 
Dedicated funding, for example, trust and social funds 
Credit  
Food aid 
Creating linkages with funders 

Concentration of power in one or a 
few entities 

Strengthen the legislature 
Empower communities 
Develop civil service advocacy 
Develop political parties 
Discourage ethnic-based politics 
 

 Based on Brinkerhoff 2007 p 11 with additions and reorganization by 
the author 

 
 
 
 
 
There is no question that donor coordination is important to ensure effective use of resources but 
coordinating effectively is more difficult than it would appear.  First, in terms of capacity development, 
the different definitions, methodologies, perspectives, and policies of donor agencies lead to confusion 
and it is not clear to what extent “capacity development’ differs from methods and processes used more 
conventionally. 
 
Second, coordination is a dilemma.  It often takes country partners away from their regular functions, 
thereby slowing down decision making.  On the donor side, the more time spent coordinating, often with 
other donors, the less time there is to develop contacts with country partners and to cultivate a better 
understanding of the context. Country partners and donors need to find a balance between the essential 
functions of coordination and activities such as analysis of the political economy which are important for 
better programming.   
 
Third, coordination is not always in the interests of some of some of the groups who need to be involved 
to make it succeed.  Several military-civilian platforms have for example, been put in place in Afghanistan 
but with little benefit because of the dominance of one group over the others, lack of understanding 

Finding 7: Developing functional coordination mechanisms for capacity development is challenging 

 



21 

 

among various actors and the rapid turnover of staff34. Some partner counties avoid coordination 
because it risks making them face problems such as corruption and the need for security sector reform.   
 
Ultimately, partner countries must do the coordination. There were some promising examples of this in 
the various documents and case studies consulted, for example, Timor-Leste and its use of whole of 
government approaches as described in the box below and Liberia which has used a broad based 
consultative process in designing its Poverty Reduction Strategy35. Donors need to help country partners 
to build the capacity to do more coordination themselves. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Section 3. Operational implications for country partners and donors 
 
3.1. Summary recommendations 
 
Building on the previous section, the text below pulls together some recommendations on the way 
forward in such a way as to provide some responses to the issues raised in Section 2.  
 

 Partner countries and donors need to invest in improving their understanding of capacity and 
capacity development  

 
The evidence presented above indicates that there is considerable demand for more clarity on what 
capacity is and how it develops. The trend is to look at capacity development as more than a technical fix 
and to capture its non-technical elements such as human relations, trust and legitimacy not only at the 
level of individuals but also organizations and states. In addition, the context of statebuilding in fragile 
situations requires a sophisticated understanding of political processes, patterns of state-society relations 
and sources of legitimacy. 
 
Such an approach to capacity development will put demands on both country partners and donors. It 
implies a higher level of contextual analysis, more direct monitoring and supervision for learning 
purposes, more experimentation, more attention to coordination and facilitation, more time for crafting 
strategies, and more focus on developing and managing a complex range of relationships. Bringing these 
skills up to reasonable levels will require significant donor investment in indirect support and 
involvement, such as coaching and mentoring.   
 

                                                           
34

 OECD/DAC 2010c  (Monitoring Survey) p 28.  
35

 OECD/DAC 2010j. (Consultations: Liberia) p 2. 

Whole of Government Approaches in Timor-Leste 

The Timor-Leste government has used a whole of government approach for national issues such as food security, 
maintaining stability and security, and economic development.  Key examples of success include finding a solution 
for internally displaced persons, implementing a nation-wide insurance scheme and defusing rebels without further 
violence.  Inter-ministerial committees work in accordance with a whole of government approach and budget 
allocations demonstrate the same approach.  
 
Taken from OECD/DAC 2010n (Consultation: Timor-Leste) p 23. 
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A broader definition of capacity development will also create pressure on donors to play a variety of 
different roles depending on the context, such as facilitator, protector, political analyst, technical adviser 
and implementer. Aspects of donor policy may need rethinking, for example, what kind of “results” – 
both tangible and intangible - should be expected from capacity development activities. Similarly, donor 
practice may need to change to ensure better analysis of the political economy including such issues as 
political control in fragile states and the identification of attempts at state capture. Not only will 
developing contextual knowledge be challenging but so will be keeping it up to date, as recommended by 
the Monitoring Survey36. Conventional aid tools and techniques may have to be adapted, such as 
approaches to planning, implementation and monitoring.  Both country partners and donors will have to 
find the right balance between support and direction and learn to make interventions at the appropriate 
moment.  
  

 Both country partners and donors need to invest in ways to better support capacity 
development in new and on-going programming 

 
Capacity development in complex systems such as most fragile or post-conflict states can be guided and 
influenced by constant adaptation and communications but not “planned” in a conventional sense37.  The 
Sierra Leone case cited above illustrates how emergent activities might evolve, without the usual 
planning mechanism. It is often best to start small and to build on national or regional solutions rather 
than to import solutions.  Experience suggests that many activities aim too high and can be the enemy of 
“good enough” approaches38. 
 
Building on the positive is likely to be a more empowering approach for country partners than simply 
assessing gaps and weaknesses.  Thus, identifying  the centres of excellence left in a fragile situation and 
building on their skills is often a better way of supporting capacity than trying to set up entirely new 
structures.  
 
National capacity development plans are often seen as the way to provide coherence to activities.  
However, because of the lack of common understanding of what is capacity and how to develop it, such 
plans tend to lack focus. An alternative is a unit for strategic direction which would include technical 
management, policy advocacy and a forum for aid coordination on capacity issues39.  It could also act as a 
communication device and a way to keep a group of different actors moving in the same general 
direction. The key objective would be to develop the capability of the government to manage national 
processes of CD, including analysis of what has worked in the past in terms of capacity development, 
coaching TA and national management on appropriate roles, and  helping to develop project and 
program proposals based on national priorities and national experience with capacity development. 
  

 Use dilemma analyses to help understand the complexities  of capacity development in fragile 
situations 
 

Because of the frequency of dilemmas and trade offs in fragile situations, developing a better 
understanding of what they are helps to create more realistic expectations of what can be achieved as 
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 OECD/DAC 2010c (Monitoring Survey) p 35.  
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 Morgan 2010 p 38. 
38

 Brinkerhoff 2009 p 1. 
39

 Morgan 2010 p 66.  
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well as the extent to which donors can effect significant change in any society.  Trade-offs are situations 
where lessening one problem inevitably diminishes a desirable quality or worsens an existing problem. A 
dilemma is a trade off where the situation remains negative whichever option is chosen, as the 
alternatives available are unsatisfactory40.  The box below suggests one way of improving the 
understanding of dilemmas and tradeoffs.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Look for ways to minimize the numbers of foreign technical assistance personnel but, where 
they are necessary, provide them clear direction on expectations in reference to capacity 
development  
 

Foreign technical assistance has its place, but it needs to be used sparingly and in such a way that phasing 
it out will not create major disruptions, as are anticipated in Sierra Leone.  It needs a more strategic focus 
so that the personnel involved can better contribute to capacity goals. All TA, both international and 
national, need guidance on how the country partner and the donors conceptualize capacity and capacity 
development and the role that the TA are expected to play. It is also important to provide coaching to TA 
personnel on processes, especially those with little background in facilitation, coaching and related skills.  
 
TA are often provided because they can be hired more easily than additional qualified national staff. 
Improved administrative processes to allow flexible reallocation of resources, restructuring and re-
staffing as recommended by the Monitoring of the Principles Survey41 would help to avoid using donor-
funded programs as a way of bypassing cumbersome government processes.  
 

                                                           
40

 Pollitt and Bouckaert 2004 p 162. 
41

 OECD/DAC 2010c (Monitoring Survey) p 35.  

Doing a Dilemma Analysis 

A dilemma analysis done prior to and during an activity might consist of the following questions: 

 To what extent, and exactly how, might capacity development trade-offs or dilemmas manifest 
themselves in a given operation? 

 What are the particular features of the local context that make it more or less likely that certain 
trade-offs or dilemmas will become particularly problematic?  

 What are the underlying tensions or “drivers” of the anticipated trade-offs or dilemmas? 

 How might each interact with, or give rise to, others? 

 Which of the anticipated trade-offs or      dilemmas has the potential to be most problematic, and 
why? 

Based on Paris and Sisk, pgs 310-311. 

Taking Afghanistan as an example
1
, an analysis would likely identify the tradeoff between the need for 

security to allow development activities to take place vs the need for economic activities such as 
employment creation to provide alternatives to militant activities for young men.  The growing instability in 
the Pakistan government and the withdrawal from Afghanistan of the security forces supplied by countries 
such as Canada may make this tradeoff more acute.  Growing concern among donors about corruption in 
the Afghan government serves as a driver to address the security-development dilemma but might also lead 
to further troop withdrawals, creating new dilemmas.   
 
Based on Based on Monitoring the Principles: Afghanistan pgs 14 and 16. 
Consultations: Afghanistan p  
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The rise in the use of African regional TA is an encouraging innovation which reduces costs although 
donors need to avoid sucking existing capacity out of government organizations. The extreme shortage of 
trained people in many fragile and post-conflict states may in the medium term require saturation 
training - special efforts to train large numbers.  The return on training, although long-term, can be 
significant as a recent report on leadership in the Pacific demonstrates.  Of the leaders interviewed, the 
vast majority were university educated, largely outside their home countries. About half had benefitted 
from a scholarship.  Views of the countries supplying the scholarships tended to be favourable42 . 
 

 Find better and more effective methods to coordinate  
 

It is critical to reduce overlap and fragmentation among development activities in fragile situations such 
as Haiti where there are 20,000 organizations involved in the rehabilitation post-earthquake.  Multi-
donor approaches are an important mechanism for addressing such fragmentation.  Donors intending to 
support large capacity development activities should normally channel these through the sector working 
group or thematic group on capacity development in the country as a means of assessing the relevance, 
feasibility and effectiveness of the activity.  In the absence of such a group, donors should take steps to 
put one in place and to designate one agency as the lead.  Such a group can provide a forum to exchange 
among donors and to get feed-back from stakeholders.  The bulk of funding should go through multi-
donor financing mechanisms, which require donors and country partners to develop a common vision.   
 
Alignment and harmonization are difficult when the country does not offer a clear vision of where it 
wants to go, as is often the case in fragile and post-conflict countries.  In the short run, the alternative 
may have to be to develop a joint understanding among donors of the opportunities and constraints in 
the current situation43 and to work over time to develop a common understanding with key leaders 
within the partner country.  
 

 Develop better approaches to monitoring and evaluation of capacity 
 

The text above suggests the need for flexibility in capacity development programs. This in turn implies 
the need for real time information on what is happening, whether the right results are being achieved, 
what is unexpected and what are the patterns. Open and rapid feedback loops allow this information to 
feed into organizations that can then adapt their strategies to changing conditions.  To make this work in 
the field, there also needs to be flexible financing, perhaps through two levels of funding: an overall 
funding envelope for activities within a generally defined framework and second pot that funds a series 
of short-term efforts adapted to the changing context.  
 
The difficulty of monitoring and evaluating the results of their efforts to develop capacity, in large part 
because of the vagueness of the concept, is encouraging some international partners to turn their 
attention away from capacity issues. In addition to developing clarity about what capacity is as discussed 
above, it is urgent to develop better M&E methods. Most current systems are based on results chains of 
inputs, outputs, outcomes and impact and emphasize performance metrics. They are not adapted to 
capturing emergent change in complex systems and especially the more strategic and intangible aspects 
of capacity such as legitimacy, sustainability, coherence, and management of change. They also do not 
put much emphasis on what happens within the population of the partner country, versus what happens 
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in the workplan. There are some existing methods of M&E which allow these issues to be addressed. 
Approaches such as developmental evaluation which combines monitoring and evaluation to provide 
participants with a rolling story over the course of program implementation deserve more attention. The 
different nature of this kind of evaluation compared to more traditional approaches is demonstrated by 
the timelines for activities shown in the charts below44.  
 
Traditional evaluation:  Plan >>>>>>>>>>>>>>>→   Act>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>→   Evaluate>>>>>>>>>>>>>→ 
 
Development evaluation: 
Plan  >>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>→ 
Act  >>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>→ 
Evaluate >>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>→                                                                        
 
Much reporting as it is currently conceived is focused on accountability which is important but does not 
necessarily serve the purpose of providing information for immediate management decisions. Because 
systems focusing on complex change use different parameters than the current results-based 
management approaches, it may be advisable to have two parallel systems - one focusing on 
accountability using a higher level of external participation and another on learning, using more local 
staff.  
 

 Support leadership for capacity development 
 
It is usually leaders, elites and coalitions who shape change. The question then is how to identify the 
conditions, factors and incentives that could help to induce elite groups to focus on developmental goals 
rather than predatory ones. International actors need more familiarity with the agendas that drive these 
groups to understand the various sources of authority that leaders bring to the process of change and 
particularly to capacity development. 
  
Leadership can be found elsewhere than in the top level of the formal systems of government and civil 
society. Informal leaders can play an important role as can leadership in the middle levels of public sector 
organizations. The analysis of the roles of leaders at all levels should be a part of the assessment of 
country context and particularly the relations between state and society.  
 
Informal networks are critical in fragile situations. The quality of relationships among key people are 
often the key to whether or not their efforts to support or develop capacity succeed.  Donors can usefully 
help convene and strengthen such networks.  
 

 Ensure that activities undertaken reinforce rather than undermine the legitimacy of the state  
 

Many capacity interventions in fragile situations give little attention to ensuring that they have legitimacy 
or that efforts are made to maintain legitimacy over the course of the program. Unless stakeholders see 
activities and the organizations supporting them as legitimate, these interventions are unlikely to thrive 
and may have adverse effects. In keeping with the adage of “do no harm”, international actors must be 
careful to neither ‘de-legitimize’ groups and individuals with whom they work nor legitimize people with 
unhelpful agendas. This means avoiding having the “wrong” people, such as criminal groups, take 
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ownership and control for their own purposes such as rent seeking.  A good knowledge of the context 
and an understanding of the political situation can be helpful in avoiding such pitfalls.    
 
It is also important to design programs with governments in a way that citizens see the activities as 
government services, thus reinforcing both ownership and state legitimacy45. International actors also 
need to be conscious of the degree to which their own struggles for legitimacy with domestic audiences 
can undermine efforts at legitimacy at the country end, for example, by branding activities in the name of 
the donor. 

 
In conflict-affected states like Iraq and Afghanistan, the struggle to establish the legitimacy of the state is 
at least a big a challenge for both military and civilians in the country as the actual war effort.  Military 
and civilian efforts to strengthen the state overlap and they need to be mutually reinforcing46.  
 

3.2. Operational implications 
  
This section focuses on the operational implications deriving from the previous text, especially as they 
relate to the Paris Declaration and the Accra Agenda for Action.  
 
Operational implications for general AAA objectives 
 
 
 
 
 
Determining where there is country ownership and how long it is likely to last is more difficult in fragile 
situations than in other developing countries because of the fluidity of the context. The Multi-
Stakeholder Consultations on Peacebuilding and Statebuilding identified, for example, a lack of shared 
vision for change that is based on consultations with citizens and civil society in the countries involved. 
Combined with this, the countries concerned had many overlapping plans and the alignment of donors 
behind one unified national plan was weak47.  This kind of context makes for more transient ownership 
and emphasizes the importance of asking questions such as: Whose ownership is at play? Why does this 
person or group exhibit ownership? How long is it likely to last? Is the existing level of ownership 
adequate to allow the organization or country to commit to change?  
 
Ownership requires tapping into local energy and initiatives, working with national goals and within 
national systems and helping country partners develop political bargains with some level of inclusive 
power-sharing. This will involve compromises between different economic and political interests to 
create stabilizing bargains which do not prejudice longer term further statebuilding. “It is neither realistic 
nor effective to develop lists of what the donors want imposed on unwilling or non-receptive 
organizations48” but where there is political commitment and a willingness to move ahead, progress can 
be fast.  Within two years, for example, the principal governance structures were in place in Southern 
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Sudan including government ministries, the civil service and 10 state governments and county 
administrations. Basic planning, budgeting and financial management systems were also established.  
  
 

 
 
 
 
Building relationships with country partners and developing an in-depth understanding of the context 
take time. Field operations may have to be structured and incentives put in place to allow international 
partners to take on these functions.  A good example of partnership is the security sector reform in Sierra 
Leone which benefitted from considerable continuity of knowledgeable UK expatriate staff who were 
able to develop a trusting partnership and hence play a role as external catalysts for change49.  
  
In any situation, there is always something to build on rather than looking primarily for the gaps and 
weaknesses.  Finding strengths empowers country partners and encourages engagement and 
partnerships.  Strength-based approaches such as Appreciative Inquiry are useful here. 
 
 
 
 
 
In fragile states, working where there are opportunities for feasible interventions generally  has the most 
chance of success. This may mean, at least initially, identifying what is feasible and what has partner 
support rather than what may be the first priority in the eyes of donors.  Success and the resulting trust 
established will hopefully open up windows of opportunity for addressing other issues later on.   
 
Such an approach may mean doing visible things like installing power lines, getting water supplies up and 
running, rehabilitating school buildings, and supplying medications. In the background, it is  also critical to 
support the less obvious, long term process of helping to create sustainable and credible institutions, 
without which power lines, water supplies and schools are unlikely to be built or maintained.  As 
discussed above, different approaches to M&E may be required to adequately capture these kinds of 
results.  
 
In some post-conflict situations, the society may want to address serious issues which could not be 
addressed in normal times. The window to do this is often quite short and donors and country partners 
need flexibility to be able to take action quickly.  It may not be feasible to expect that interventions at 
these times will follow the multi-donor approach. Small activities financed by individual donors can be 
useful as pilots to be expanded later by a larger group of donors.   
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Operational implications for steps proposed in the AAA to improve aid effectiveness (para 21) 
 
 
 
 
 
Assessments need to go beyond looking at the gap between present capacity and what is desirable to 
what is feasible in the context, including a realistic assessment of the time required. The level of ambition 
should take into account the trauma of war which increases uncertainty and risks and makes people look 
for quick returns, including rents.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Southern Sudan exercise cited above underlines the importance of focusing on a few main activities 
so as not to overwhelm the limited capacity of the system.  Each donor needs to consider the sum total 
of on-going and foreseen interventions compared to the capacity of the state and non-state actors to 
absorb the assistance.  Too much aid can create disincentives for countries to address their own 
problems and to increase revenues through better tax collection.  In addition, when there are many large 
activities being planned, there is a greater tendency to use parallel implementation structures50 such as 
project implementation units. 
 
PIUs have serious disadvantages such as their tendency to marginalize and disempower government 
ministries, reduce ownership, and even block the transfer of authorities to decentralized field units of line 
ministries.  They reinforce salary differentials with government, create delivery structures that are 
unsustainable and tend to self-perpetuate themselves. The basic design and behavior of a PIU does not 
encourage capacity development. That said, decision makers often are not interested in reducing PIUs for 
fear such a move would damage or weaken delivery51.  This implies that the large number of PIUs is not 
likely to diminish soon unless the incentives for development projects change away from emphasis on 
short-term results to longer-term development of capacity. 
 
It is easier to transition from one phase of activities to another if there is some understanding of the 
sequencing of activities required. During the phase of humanitarian aid and peacebuilding, it is, for 
example, important to prepare for the development assistance to follow.  This is when country leaders 
and experts should be identified able to take over from the international community and lead the 
transition process.  These could be either inside the country or in the diaspora. 
  
In many fragile contexts, capacity is addressed primarily through the lens of government instead of 
society as a whole.   Although civil society can be politicized and suffer from lack of resources, it has 
potential to contribute to the development of capacity, especially in areas where it has had a long-
standing role.  
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Although South-South solutions can be appropriate, many of the lessons from the experience over the 
last 4 decades with technical assistance from the North to the South are worth taking into account –
minimize the numbers of TA, avoid bypassing national structures, and ensure that TAs focus as much as 
possible on building local capacity.   
 
 
 
 
 
The demand side is often much less developed in fragile states because of the vulnerable position of 
many demanders – individuals, civil society organizations, market –based institutions and community 
groups.  Country partners may require more help in articulating their needs than in many developing 
countries.  
 
Tailored or customized solutions require more involvement by international partners and hence more 
emphasis by staff in the field on understanding the culture and context. Scenario planning is useful for 
exploring different possible responses to evolving problems.  
   
 
 
 
 
As noted, both partner countries and donors need the flexibility and imagination to respond to the 
variety of needs and opportunities that fragile and post-conflict states present. This requires new roles 
and new mechanisms to support them such as outlined in the INCAF document on Transition Financing52. 
Multi-donor trust funds such as in Afghanistan, Liberia, DRC, South Sudan and Timor Leste, have resulted 
in better coordinated aid. MDTFs specifically for capacity development could be useful.  
 
A word of caution is needed here.  All organizations have limited staff time and trade-offs among 
activities are required. The aid coordination time required to set up and manage MDTFs is considerable 
and competes with other activities, such as building the relationships between donors and country 
partners required to ensure successful identification and implementation of other programs. The capacity 
of stakeholder organizations to perform essential tasks like relationship building should be considered 
before deciding on the most appropriate funding mechanisms.  Otherwise there is a real risk that 
activities will founder during the implementation phase.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Fragile States Principles Monitoring Survey of 2010 suggest that many changes are required to 
improve the impact of capacity development activities in fragile situations. Excessive focus on central 
governments has, for example, resulted in relative neglect of legislatures, the judiciary and local 
governments, thus creating asymmetric development. International interventions including expatriate 
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technical assistance and salary top ups have often encouraged brain drain from government 
departments. Donors have also made undue demands on limited local capacity53. 
 

Section 4.  Looking forward to Busan and beyond 
 
4.1 Key messages  

 
Current approaches to capacity development have not been very effective in most fragile and post-
conflict states and have even been detrimental in some cases54.  Fragile and post-conflict states are rife 
with dilemmas where no solution will accommodate all concerns and solutions may be far from ideal. 
Careful analysis of the context is required to identify points of entry and to understand the implications 
of various choices.    

 
Linear methods of planning and implementing capacity interventions are often problematic in fragile 
situations. Adaptation to their complex and changing contexts may require the greater flexibility inherent 
in emergent or incremental approaches.  These approaches require much more attention to on-going 
learning from experience so that activities can be adapted accordingly.  Monitoring and evaluation 
systems for capacity need to take into account both tangible and intangible results, including resilience, 
sustainability, and legitimacy, and how they interact. 

 
The role of donors may need to expand or change to include new activities, such as insulating or 
protecting partner organizations from political pressures so as to give them space to develop their 
capacity, including their legitimacy. One way of doing this is to ensure that the management frameworks 
for projects and programs provide room for experimentation with and testing of new ideas and 
approaches and that monitoring criteria focus on processes of learning rather than specific tangible 
results.  

 
 
4.2 Thinking about increasingly operational approaches post-Busan 
 
Addressing capacity challenges in fragile situations will require concerted effort to develop a common 
understanding between country partners and donors of what capacity is to be developed and for whom.  
This may take considerable time and may require both informal exchanges and formal dialogue among 
stakeholders with disparate views.  Donors can play a useful role in supporting networks for the leaders 
in the country (politicians, ministers, NGO leaders) who to exchange ideas on how to proceed.   

 
Purely technical approaches are usually inadequate to address capacity challenges and efforts to 
overcome political tensions are necessary. It is these latter that are often the more critical obstacles to 
developing capacity55.  In any capacity development activity, it is important to leave room for bargaining 
and re-strategizing during the implementation of activities to accommodate changes in needs and 
priorities.  
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Donor systems need lightening to reduce the pressures on developing partners’ capacity. The 
requirements for project proposals and for monitoring are discouraging to many country partners. New 
requirements should reflect the management systems and processes of the country as much as possible 
so as to avoid partners having to learn and apply two systems (shadow alignment).     

 
Dilemma analysis provides a means of recognizing and managing trade-offs. Donors can help assess the 
implications of these tradeoffs to avoid solutions which might undermine the state over time. 

 
Transitions from donor-controlled programs to co-managed ones will require thinking through the 
incentives for country partners donors to make such a move and how they can contribute to such a 
process.   

 
International TA should be used sparingly and diasporas should be tapped where possible.   Regional 
advisers seem to be more appropriate for coaching and mentoring than other internationals because of 
better cultural understanding56.  All TA, national and international, should receive clear direction on 
expectations in reference to capacity development.  It is also important to ensure that country partners 
have a role in the management of TA from the beginning of the program and to increase this in phases as 
national capacity is built and demonstrated.  This includes using partner country systems where possible, 
for example, Afghanistan has, a performance appraisal system to measure skills transfer and capacity 
enhancement of counterparts57. 
 
Topping up of the salaries of national public servants is only appropriate when there is broad agreement 
among the main donors working in the country on how it should be done.  In fragile situations, it is 
especially important to have a code of conduct specifying how to avoid undermining the limited capacity 
of the public service. 
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Annex 1 
A comparison of planned and emergent approaches58 

 
Aspect Planned Emergent 

Direction of initiative    Top-down  Middle-up-down or bottom up  

Nature of 
interventions 

More technocratic and engineering  Both technocratic or hard and soft  

Standards of 
performance  

Tends to optimal  Tends to good enough  

Role of technical 
expertise  

TA expert-driven  Expert facilitated   

Focus on gaps and 
strengths  

Focused more on gaps and 
weaknesses   

Focused more on strengths, assets 
and participant energy   

Attitude to control 
and learning  

Oriented more towards structure and 
control 

Oriented towards organic adaptation 
and learning  

Attitude to systems  Focus on how system should work   Focus on how system does work   

Attitude to planning  Faith in programmed change  Faith in emergence and evolution  

Approach to results 
management  

Focus on end state results   Focus on incremental discovery   

Number of 
perspectives 

Limited perspectives especially the 
technical  

Multi-perspectives  

Nature of change  Knowledge transfer and changes to 
formal structures  

Partnership and coproduction  

Systems view  Reductionist emphasis on the parts   Systems emphasis on wholeness.  

Analytical biases   Emphasis on analysis, design and 
prediction   

Emphasis on observation  and 
experimentation  

Focus  Ideology – the what  Process – the why, when and how  

View on expansion  Emphasis on scaling up and 
expansion   

Emphasis on organic growth   

Emphasis  On efficiency and effectiveness  On relevance and legitimacy  

Comparative 
advantage  

Addressing simple and complicated 
situations  

Addressing complex situations  
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