Making aid policy: decisionmakers matter
Benjamin Day - Department of International Relations, School of International Political and Strategic
Studies, Australian National University

There is no consensus in the international relations literature as to what factors are most important
in motivating states to provide development assistance. Realist scholars believe states provide aid
for self-interested purposes. Liberals do not see world politics as a zero-sum game and so tend to
view the provision of development assistance by states as a cooperative endeavour, often motivated
by moral concerns. More recently, constructivist scholars of development assistance have shown
how international norms and domestic political factors influence development cooperation policy.
Crucially, however, the three predominant approaches are alike in understanding that a state’s
behaviour is limited by pre-existing structures — be it the extant geopolitical order, prevailing ideas
or a given institutional framework - that effectively predetermine the shape of development policy.
As a result, little attention has been paid to how agency — the prerogatives of individual decision-
makers empowered to act with the authority of the state — influence development cooperation

policy.

This paper argues that in the present global environment characterised by rapid change and
geopolitical and economic uncertainty, actor-centred explanations potentially offer more leverage
than the existing approaches for understanding why states are choosing to reorient their
development policies. In order to demonstrate this potential, this paper presents two case studies
which employ counterfactual analysis to examine the following questions:

1) Would DfID have become a world leading development agency if Clare Short hadn’t been
appointed Secretary of State for International Development in 19977

2) Would the Netherlands have embarked on a ‘fundamental revision of Dutch development
policy’ if Ben Knapen hadn’t been appointed State Secretary for Foreign Affairs in 2010?



