
PLS 341 
Politics of Development

Week 8, Lecture 2: 
Contemporary state-building



Recap

•State capacity as a key driver of development
•Longue durée historical processes as the primary source of state 

capacity
•Successful recent construction of state capacity in a select few 

developmental states, made possible by particular political 
conditions



Plan for today

•Contemporary efforts to build state capacity:
•‘Good governance’ and the good governance agenda
•Good enough governance
•Problem-Driven Iterative Adaptation
•Pockets of effectiveness



Good governance

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S6lIl_pot88

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S6lIl_pot88


Good governance agenda

•Foreign aid:
•Historically limited efficacy (and no reliable evidence of 

efficacy) of development interventions
•Failure of the structural adjustment reforms in the 1980s and 

1990s —>
•Gradual realization of the need to engage the state and politics 

in development efforts —>
•Rise of the good governance agenda in the 1990s and 2000s



Good governance
•Worldwide Governance Indicators:

•Small, limited, formalized government
•Stable and credible policies
•High-quality civil service and public goods provision
•Responsiveness, transparency, participation,  

and decentralization
•Disciplined budgets and efficient expenditures
•Pro-business orientation and minimal red tape

• Summarized in Andrews, Matt. 2008. “The Good Governance Agenda: Beyond Indicators without Theory.” Oxford Development Studies 36 
(4): 379–407. 



Problems with the good governance agenda 
according to Andrews
•”[M]uch work on the good governance  

agenda suggests a one-best-way model,  
ostensibly of an idyllic, developed country  
government: Sweden or Denmark on a good  
day, perhaps.”

•“Modeling government effectiveness in this  
manner is like telling developing countries  
that the way to develop is to become  
developed.”

• Andrews, Matt. 2008. “The Good Governance Agenda: Beyond Indicators without Theory.”  
Oxford Development Studies 36 (4): 379–407. 



Problems with the good governance agenda 
according to Grindle

Grindle, Merilee S.  2004. "Good enough governance: poverty reduction and reform in developing countries.” Governance 17(4) : 525-548. 



Problems with the good governance agenda 
according to Grindle
•Ostensible necessity of improvements of almost  

all aspects of the public sector:
•Essential economic and political institutions
•Decision-making structures
•Administrative organizations responsible for 

public goods provision
•Bureaucrats
•State-society interface
•Public debate and representation

• Grindle, Merilee S. 2017. “Good Governance, R.I.P.: A Critique and an Alternative.”  
Governance 30 (1): 17–22. 



Problems with the good governance agenda 
according to Grindle
•Increasingly long and broad list of  

reforms:
•“[L]ike a balloon being filled with  

air, definitions of ideal conditions  
of governance were progressively  
inflated, and increasingly unhelpful  
to those concerned about how to  
get there”

• Grindle, Merilee S. 2017. “Good Governance, R.I.P.: A Critique  
and an Alternative.” Governance 30 (1): 17–22.  
Table from Grindle, Merilee S. 2004. “Good Enough Governance:  
Poverty Reduction and Reform in Developing Countries.” Governance  
17(4): 525–48.



Whither good governance?

Grindle, Merilee S. 2017. “Good Governance, R.I.P.: A Critique and an Alternative.” Governance 30 (1): 17–22. 



Beyond good governance

•Mukand and Rodrik 2005; de Búrca et al. 2014: “experimentation” 
•Rondinelli 1993: “projects as policy experiments” 
•Knaus 2011: “principled incrementalism”
•Pritchett et al. 2012: “experiential learning” 
•Heifetz 1994: “adaptive versus technical problems”
•Marsh et al. 2004: “positive deviance”
•Evans 2004 : institutional “mono-cropping” versus “deliberation” 
•de Souza Briggs 2008: “democracy as problem-solving”



Beyond good governance

•Fritz et al. 2009: “problem-driven political economy”
•Rodrik 2008: “second-best institutions” 
•Andrews et al. 2010: “multi-agent leadership”
•Booth 2011: “best fit” strategies
•Institute for Development Studies 2010: “upside down governance”
•Levy and Fukuyama 2010: “just-enough governance”
•Senge 2006: “learning organizations”
•“Thinking and Working Politically”



Grindle’s good enough governance

•Prioritization
•Adaptation
•Incrementalism
•Variation in the difficulty of  

governance interventions
• Grindle, Merilee S.  2004. "Good Enough Governance: Poverty  

Reduction and Reform in Developing Countries." Governance  
17(4) : 525–548.  
Grindle, Merilee S. 2007. “Good Enough Governance Revisited.”  
Development Policy Review 29 (September 2007): 199–221. 



Grindle’s good enough governance

•“There are no magic bullets, no easy answers,  
and no obvious shortcuts towards conditions  
of governance that can result in faster and  
more effective development and poverty  
reduction.  
The task of research and practice is to find  
opportunities, short of magic bullets, for  
moving in a positive direction, yet recognising  
that this is not always possible.”

• Grindle, Merilee S. 2007. “Good Enough Governance Revisited.” Development Policy Review 29  
(September 2007): 199–221. 



Grindle’s good enough governance

Grindle, Merilee S. 2007. “Good Enough Governance Revisited.”Development Policy Review 29 (September 2007): 199–221. 



Going west in 2015

Source: Andrews, Matt, Lant Pritchett, and Michael Woolcock. 2017. Building state capability. Evidence, analysis, action. Corby: Oxford University Press.



Going west in 1804

Source: Andrews, Matt, Lant Pritchett, and Michael Woolcock. 2017. Building state capability. Evidence, analysis, action. Corby: Oxford University Press.



Problem-Driven Iterative Adaptation

•2 types of capability building  
challenges:

•Technical/logistical (2015)
•‘Wicked hard’ (1804)

Andrews, Matt, Lant Pritchett, and Michael Woolcock. 2017. Building state capability. Evidence, analysis, action. Corby: Oxford University Press.



Problem-Driven Iterative Adaptation

•Key principles:
•Specific problems and contexts
•Experimental iterations
•An ‘authorizing environment’ for  

decision-making that encourages  
experimentation and ‘positive deviance’

•Broad coalition
• Andrews, Matt, Lant Pritchett, and Michael Woolcock. 2017. Building state capability. Evidence,  

analysis, action. Corby: Oxford University Press.



Pockets of effectiveness

•Drivers of the emergence of the pockets of effectiveness:
•Elite commitment
•Leadership insulation
•Esprit de corps
•Managerial capacity and skills
•Important sectors

•Limited apparent effect on state capacity beyond the pockets
• Hickey, Sam. 2019. The Politics of State Capacity and Development in Africa: Reframing and Researching ‘Pockets of Effectiveness.’ Manchester: 

Effective States and Inclusive Development Research Centre (ESID), University of Manchester.



Pockets of effectiveness in Saudi Arabia

•Hertog:
•Construction of the Saudi state as  

an employment scheme —>
•Low capacity of most state bodies
•Importance of some sectors  

and investment in high-capacity  
“islands of efficiency with explicit  
mandates to bypass state bureaucracy”

• Hertog, Steffen. 2011. Princes, brokers, and bureaucrats: oil and the state in  
Saudi Arabia. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 



Takeaways

•Wholesale reform failure and small-scale (potential) successes


