
 
 
 
 

Drivers of change analysis: purpose, limits1 and 
relevance to the study2

 
Donor organisations are accustomed to explaining away programme failure by 
referring to a ‘lack of political will’ among their country partners. They tell themselves 
that things go wrong because partner governments are unwilling or unable to 
change. The risk that this will happen is considered in designing programmes. 
However, programmes seldom attempt to deal directly with the sources of the 
problem. The underlying reasons for the apparent unwillingness of country 
stakeholders to confront the need for fundamental change are rarely examined. 
Instead, country assistance plans rely on ready-made formulas based more on 
where donors think the country ought to be, than on serious analysis of where the 
country is, where it is coming from, or where it is heading. Drivers of Change is the 
name that some donor governments are giving to a learning exercise at country level 
that recognises these weaknesses and tries to overcome them, by reversing the 
relationship between country-focused understanding and programme design. It is an 
effort to adopt a more historically-informed, less technocratic approach to aid policy, 
focusing on the way change happens, and how economic, social and political factors 
interact over the long-term. It involves standing back from every-day tasks to pose 
some hard questions about how donor organisations relate to institutions and actors 
in the country. It invites the staff of development agencies to ask questions not only 
about their in-country partners, but also about themselves, how well they know the 
country, what impact they have and how they are perceived. 
 
The name ‘Drivers of Change’ does not convey very well the purposes and likely 
limitations of an exercise of the sort just described. The phrase originates in studies 
in Asian countries that were being undertaken at the same time as DFID was 
becoming interested in dealing more systematically with the ‘political will’ problem. It 
has several disadvantages, including an implicit suggestion that developmental 
changes are normally the product of a limited set of identifiable factors or forces, 
which are powerful enough on their own to push most of the expected obstacles 
aside. In other words, there are usually drivers of change out there, if only we can 
discover them. In sub-Saharan Africa at least, there is little evidence that the world is 
like this. 
 
The search for ‘drivers’, in this context, can easily contribute to the tendency to 
believe in simple, once-and-for-all solutions to development problems. It is our belief 
that what Drivers-of-Change analysis provides is a powerful antidote to that tendency 
– a better appreciation of the interlocking causes that make progressive change so 
difficult in some of the poorest developing countries, including the ways in which the 
efforts of donor organisations can become part of the problem rather than a source 
of solutions. What distinguishes this type of exercise, therefore, is the seriousness of 
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its engagement with the country reality. What sets it apart is its willingness to set out 
in an open, evidence-based way what appear to be the most significant potential 
changes in the medium and long term and the underlying factors which shape the 
incentives (and disincentives) for change. 
 
The particular significance of Drivers-of-Change analysis for the study is that will 
allow assessment of the prospects 
 

1. for breaking down the “compartmentalised” approaches of governments and 
donors in which social protection initiatives are designed by one Ministry or 
Department, and agricultural development initiatives by another, with very 
little interaction between them, and  

2. for new thinking in which social protection initiatives are designed with regard 
to their impact on productive sectors such as agriculture, and agricultural 
initiatives designed in ways that enhance social protection, either for 
producers or for consumers.  
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