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Introduction 

The increased focus on results within international development cooperation is a 

consequence of the assumption that development cooperation must be more effective and 

efficient. When development actors agreed on the eight MDGs in the early 2000s, they 

attested to the belief that development is possible and that the situation for poor men and 

women can be improved. Yet by the time the MDGs expired in 2015, far from all the 

goals agreed upon had been reached (UN, 2015). The increased demand for results and 

partner country ownership, have been two central approaches for achieving the MDGs. 

However, these approaches present diverging and sometimes contradictory strategies to 

increase effectiveness and efficiency within international development cooperation, with 

different implications for the relations between donor and partner countries. In addition, 

the demand for results by means of what is commonly referred to as the results agenda 

and the issue of partner country ownership are contested issues among stakeholders, who 

often differ in their interpretations and understandings of results and ownership. A major 

challenge for many stakeholders is, thus, how to reconcile the results agenda and partner 

country ownership. This study investigates how different actors frame the results agenda 

and partner country ownership and to contributes to an increased understanding of the 

dynamics and relations within international development cooperation. This is mainly a 

conceptual study where the aim is to explore how the results agenda has influenced the 

relations between donors and development partners, and thereby partner country ownership. 

A central concern in this study is to investigate how stakeholders within Swedish 

development cooperation are framing the results agenda and partner country ownership. 

Therefore, two of the research questions address how stakeholders within Swedish 

development cooperation frame the results agenda and partner country ownership. 

RQ1: How are different stakeholders in Swedish development cooperation framing 

the results agenda? Why are results required, what kind of results is required, and whose 

results are required? 

RQ2: How are different stakeholders within Swedish development cooperation 

framing partner country ownership? Why and how is ownership promoted, and whose 

ownership is considered? 
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The relations between Sweden and its development partners are another central concern, 

since relations based on mutual trust are a prerequisite for partner country ownership. 

The third research question explicitly addresses these relations.  

RQ3: How is the results agenda influencing relations between Sweden and its 

development partners, and how has it in turn influenced partner country ownership in the 

case of Swedish development relations with Uganda and Mozambique? 

The theoretical approach adopted in this study is inspired by critical approaches to 

development. The results agenda and partner country ownership have thus been carefully 

scrutinised, along with the relations between different actors involved in international 

development cooperation. Yet this study does not only criticise international 

development cooperation; it also offers suggestions to improve future development 

cooperation. The results agenda is considered here a product of New Public Management 

(NPM), which has become a favoured public management system in many countries. 

NPM aims to increase efficiency and accountability, by introducing management systems 

inspired by management systems in the private sector that advocate a clear division of 

labour, where decisions should be based on expertise rather than political standpoints 

(e.g. Elias Sarker, 2006; McCourt, 2008; Rist, 2002). One of the core features of NPM is 

Results Based Management (RBM). RBM departs from the assumption that everything 

relevant can be quantified and measured through monitoring and evaluation (M&E) 

(Drechsler, 2005), where focus is on outcomes and impacts, rather than on the inputs and 

processes leading to these results (Elias Sarker, 2006; Fattore, Dubois, & Lapenta, 2012). 

NPM approaches have implied changes in responsibilities: the responsibilities of 

politicians and decision-makers have decreased, while the responsibilities of civil servants 

have increased. In other words, while politicians define policy objectives, civil servants are 

responsible for achieving and reporting results in line with these objectives, thus making 

civil servants responsible for the achievements of results (Aucoin, 2016; Burnham, 2001). 

The relations between policy makers and public servants within the donor country, as 

well as between donors and development partners, are of relevance for the 

implementation of the results agenda. NPM reforms are often imposed on the public 

service sector by the political leadership, who introduce new structures to manage the 

relations between the government and public servants. Several reasons are given to 
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introduce NPM reforms, but amongst the more frequently mentioned is governments’ 

and ministers’ lack of trust in the public service. For instance, there has been a general 

distrust in the public servants’ capabilities regarding economic and efficient management 

of the state’s resources (Aucoin, 2016; Brinkerhoff & Brinkerhoff, 2015). There are 

different ways of restructuring the relations between the government and the public 

servants, but one of the most common strategies is to establish explicit mechanisms to 

distinguish policy making from administration, and thereby to increase ministers’ control 

over policy making and implementation. Another strategy is to require public service 

managers to focus on the management of resources and to hold public servants 

accountable for their performance (Aucoin, 2016; Batley, 1999). Some of the strategies 

that are deployed to restructure the government’s relations with public servants concern 

depolitisation, responsibilisation, and instrumentalisation. These strategies have 

consequences for all actors involved in policy implementation, and a central aspects when 

explaining the consequences of the implementation of the results agenda and its 

implications on partner country ownership.   

This development dissertation brief (DDB) begins with a presentation of the overall 

conclusions drawn in relation to the research questions. First, it presents the conclusions 

of the research questions on framing and reframing of the results agenda and partner 

country ownership. Thereafter, the conclusions in relation to the influence of the results 

agenda over the relations between Sweden and its development partners. Finally, the 

DDB presents a discussion of the overall aim of this research, suggestions for 

improvements of international development cooperation, and ideas for future research. 

Stakeholder’s Framing and Reframing of Results 

Results and ownership are not new issues in Swedish development cooperation. However, 

the concepts that have been applied to address these issues, and how they have been 

framed, have changed over time as a consequence of prevailing discourses in international 

development cooperation. As far as results are concerned, a prominent change has to do 

with the number of reasons why results are required; results have ceased to be a mere 

instrument to learn how aid effectiveness can be increased, and have become an 

instrument for managing development cooperation and to prove accountability to 

Swedish taxpayers. Another change concerns whose results are required, as well as who is 
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responsible for achieving and reporting results. Since the early 1980s, neoliberal 

approaches have dominated the development thinking. In particular during the 1980s and 

the 2000s, it is possible to notice an increased emphasis on development results that are 

possible to attribute to donors’ development objectives, and development partners have 

become increasingly responsible for achieving and reporting development results. 

Development actors interviewed for this study stressed that reporting results is not a 

new phenomenon on the development agenda, but they acknowledged that results 

requirements have increased and become more specific during the 2000s. As a 

consequence of this increase, development actors often experienced confusion in relation 

to what precisely qualifies as a result. Many informants claimed that stakeholders within 

international development cooperation had different definitions of the results concepts. 

However, this study has shown that most stakeholders from different development actors 

used the same concepts when they discussed results; they had, in fact, similar definitions 

of results. To a large extent, these definitions correspond with the definitions of the 

OECD/DAC, according to which results are defined in terms of outputs, outcomes, and 

impacts (see OECD/DAC, 2002).  

Even though informants used the same concepts when they discussed results, they 

had different ways of framing the results agenda. This framing of the results agenda varied 

according to the stakeholder that the informants represented, that is to say, the Swedish 

Government, Sida, an INGO or a development partner. The main differences concerned 

the reasons why the results agenda was implemented, the best strategies to implement the 

agenda, and the reporting of results. 

This study views Swedish development cooperation as one policy arrangement that 

consists of several policy practices. The results agenda is one of these practices. By 

stipulating development policies and deciding over ODA budgets, the Swedish 

Government decides over policy arrangements and practices within Swedish development 

cooperation. As a Government Agency, Sida has to follow these policy practices. If other 

stakeholders want to benefit from Swedish development cooperation, they must also act 

in accordance with these policy practices. The results agenda is, thus, a master frame. 

Although all stakeholders have to relate to master frames, they are able to reframe them; 

consequently, they are able to reframe the results agenda. Swedish development 
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stakeholders can reframe the results agenda so as to make it more suitable to their policies 

and strategies. 

Framing the Results Agenda: The Swedish Government 

The main reason behind the results agenda, according to Minister Carlsson and Sida staff 

members, was the lack of results reported on the achievements of Swedish development 

cooperation. The government attributed this lack to two factors: either results had not 

been achieved, or they had been achieved but not reported, which entailed that the results 

reporting needed to be improved. The results agenda aimed to address these problems. 

Besides improving and increasing the reporting on evidence of results, the results agenda 

was expected to improve effectiveness and efficiency in development cooperation. The 

increased reporting on results would facilitate learning from previous mistakes; 

annotations of success stories would improve future development cooperation; and the 

introduction of the results agenda would pave the way for a general improvement in the 

management of Swedish development cooperation. The results agenda was, thereby, 

considered an instrument for both achieving and reporting on development results.  

One of main arguments provided by the government for the introduction of the 

results agenda was transparency: Swedish development cooperation had not been 

sufficiently transparent as regards how Swedish taxpayers’ money had been used. The 

government argued that it was necessary to assure Swedish taxpayers that their money 

had indeed contributed to development; Swedish taxpayers’ money could not “disappear” 

in corruption scandals or be misused in any other way if the government aimed to sustain 

the relatively strong opinion in favour of development cooperation in Sweden. An 

additional reason to introduce the results agenda was, therefore, to improve 

accountability in Swedish development cooperation. 

Framing the Results Agenda: Sida Staff 

Sida staff members did not share the Government’s framing of the results agenda. Sida 

informants argued that the agency had always reported results in line with the 

Government’s policies and guidelines, as well as in line with the agency’s internal policies 

and guidelines. In other words, Sida did not share the government’s view about the 

problem that the results agenda aimed to address. Instead, Sida staff argued that there was 

a need to improve the results reporting; in particular, they pointed out that more evidence 
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was needed as regards outcomes and impacts of Swedish ODA. The main reason why Sida 

wanted to improve its results reporting was to make Swedish development cooperation 

more effective and efficient by learning from previous experiences. Proving accountability 

was also considered important, but secondary.  

For Sida, the Swedish Government’s framing of the results agenda was an indication 

of lack of confidence on the Government’s part and a strategy employed by the 

Government to regulate relations between the Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs and 

Sida. Sida staff viewed the results agenda as an important instrument to improve their 

capabilities to report on development results and, thus, to improve management. Yet they 

also perceived that the results agenda had been attributed a disproportionate significance 

in the context of Swedish development cooperation. Instead of being an instrument in the 

reporting of development results, the reporting of results had become a development 

objective in itself. The Swedish Government’s application of the results agenda as an 

instrument to report and achieve results caused confusion among Sida staff in relation to 

how the agenda should be implemented. This uncertainty among Sida staff concerned 

mainly the possibilities that the agency had to reframe the results agenda, that is to say, it 

concerned whether and how Sida could reframe the agenda in such a way that it would 

correspond with the government’s and the agency’s views about the pursuit of Swedish 

development cooperation. 

The discrepancies between the Swedish Government and Sida as to whether results 

had been achieved or not can be traced to their different views about at what levels results 

should be reported. In other words, should results reflect the overall objective of Swedish 

development cooperation (which concerns impact results), or should they reflect the 

different strategies and priorities established in order to achieve the overall objective 

(which concerns outcome results)? The overall development objective of Swedish 

development cooperation has remained almost the same since the 1960s. This objective is 

“to create preconditions for better living conditions for people living in poverty and 

under oppression” (Government Offices of Sweden, 2014, p. 5). However, the priorities 

and strategies to accomplish this objective have changed over time. Sida has continuously 

reported results in relation to these priorities and strategies, and not necessarily in 

relation to the overall objective of Swedish development cooperation. Furthermore, Sida 



 

7 
 

staff have been concerned with the improvement of living conditions for poor men and 

women in partner countries, rather than with the reporting of results that can be of 

interest for decision makers and taxpayers in Sweden, despite acknowledging the 

importance of both aspects. The conflict between the government and Sida in relation to 

the framing of the results agenda concerns, thus, why the results agenda should be 

implemented and what problem it sought to address. 

In 2012, staff at Sida perceived that their possibilities to reframe the results agenda 

was limited, partly as a consequence of an ongoing negotiation of power relations 

between the Government and Sida, which took place at the same time as the results 

agenda was introduced. In 2015, when the second round of interviews was conducted, the 

situation had changed somewhat: the relations between the government and Sida had 

stabilised and staff at the agency concluded that they did have possibilities to reframe the 

agenda. From their perspective at that time, the government stipulated which results 

should be achieved, whereas the agency was granted relative autonomy to decide how 

these results should be obtained.  

Framing the Results Agenda: Swedish Development Partners 

For Sida’s development partners in Uganda and Mozambique, the agency’s requirements 

concerning the results reporting were legitimate; in other words, Sida’s development 

partners understood and accepted that they should be accountable to the Swedish 

Government and to Swedish taxpayers. They did not always share the view that 

accountability was the main reason to require results, but they did believe that it was very 

important to prove that the money they received from donors contributed to positive 

changes in poor men and women’s lives. In addition, it was also evident for development 

partners that they should prove accountability to donors in order to get future funding. 

Despite donors’ increased results requirements, development partners considered that 

they had possibilities to reframe the results agenda in such a way that they could justify 

the increased results requirements within the frameworks of their organisations. Many 

development partners were convinced that their work did contribute to development, so 

what they needed to do was to find evidence of these results and show donors that they 

could be held accountable. In Mozambique, for instance, development partners put great 
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emphasis on identifying and reporting “success stories” from their development 

interventions.  

Despite the challenges stemming from the implementation of the results agenda, 

development partners perceived that they had possibilities to reframe the results agenda 

in such a way as to meet their own expectations on results and comply with Sida’s 

requirements. Development partners in Uganda and Mozambique considered Sida staff 

relatively open and flexible; in their view, Sida was willing to accept that results had not 

been achieved as expected, provided that their partners were honest and reported results 

in relation to agreed indicators.  

Stakeholders’ Framing and Reframing of Ownership  

As regards partner country ownership, informants used different concepts to describe 

ownership. Stakeholders, however, did not consider the use of different concepts in 

relation to ownership as problematic as in relation to the results agenda. One of the 

reasons why informants did not consider this use of different concepts as problematic was 

that stakeholders framed ownership in similar ways: they had a shared understanding 

about the importance of partner country ownership and adopted similar approaches to 

promote ownership.  

Swedish development stakeholders used different concepts to describe ownership, 

which uncovers reveals different strategies and approaches to promote partner country 

ownership. For stakeholders in Uganda, “dialogue” emerged as a key concept in 

discussions about ownership, referring to strategies to promote ownership. In 

Mozambique, “good donorship” and “partnership” were concepts frequently used in 

relation to ownership. Both concepts placed emphasis on donors’ roles and 

responsibilities in development cooperation. Despite the differences in the use of 

concepts and definition of strategies in relation to ownership, no significant discrepancies 

emerged in relation to how ownership was diagnostically framed and motivated. The main 

justification to increase development partners’ ownership was to improve effectiveness, 

efficiency, and sustainability in international development cooperation. The underlying 

assumption was that these were not possible to achieve without the participation of 

partner countries.  
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Informants frequently referred to the Paris Declaration when they discussed 

ownership and how it was framed. Since the Swedish Government has signed the Paris 

Declaration and makes reference to it in its policies on development cooperation, the 

Paris Declaration stipulates the master frame of ownership. As opposed to their position 

in relation to the results agenda, most stakeholders agreed with the framing of ownership 

as it is presented in the Paris Declaration. They did not consider it a challenge to 

(re)frame partner country ownership. Furthermore, the Paris Declaration contributed to 

a shared understanding of the importance of partner country ownership, as well as of the 

procedures to achieve ownership. The main difference concerning how stakeholders 

framed ownership had to do with whose ownership they should promote: partner 

countries’, development partners’, beneficiaries’, or donors’ ownership. Development 

partners were framing ownership in similar ways, yet this common approach was not 

reflected in practice, since there are a number of challenges associated with the promotion 

of ownership. Many of these challenges concern the relations between development 

stakeholders.  

Power Relations and the Results Agenda 

The possibilities to reframe the results agenda are closely associated with ownership, and 

they refer to what can be described as power over and power to do. Power over has to do 

with the rights to make authoritative decisions in relation to policies, that is to say, to 

define what results should be achieved; power to do refers to the rights to control 

processes and outcomes related to these policies, that is to say, it has to do with how 

results should be reported. Besides, the results agenda is closely associated with 

development objectives, processes, and outcomes. Rather than carrying positive 

connotations related to rights, however, the results agenda is mainly associated with 

increased responsibilities for actors that work within Swedish development cooperation. 

The results agenda has made Sida and its development partners responsible for reporting 

in line with the Swedish Government’s development objectives. In addition, Swedish 

development cooperation has become more instrumentalised, which has also increased 

the requirements on development actors to follow protocols and procedures stipulated by 

the Swedish Government. The results agenda challenges the idea of ownership, 
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understood as power over and power to do, which also makes the reframing of the agenda 

more problematic for the concerned actors. 

It should be possible to combine the results agenda and partner country ownership, 

provided that development partners’ agenda and objectives establish how results should 

be reported, which results should be reported, and when they should be reported. 

However, this is not always the case; one of the main reasons why development partners 

cannot set the development agenda and objectives is donors’ lack of trust in their 

development partners.  

The introduction of the results agenda in international development cooperation is in 

line with the NPM approaches that have dominated much of public management since the 

early 1980s. NPM entails a rather mechanical and top-down approach to public 

management, where politicians make decisions based on evidence of results, so that 

implementers of the decisions (public servants) are not necessarily involved in the 

decision-making process. One explanation for this detachment of civil servants from 

decision-making processes is the government’s lack of trust in public servants’ capacity to 

account for and implement public services in the most efficient way. The Swedish 

Government communicated that it did not trust Sida’s effectiveness and accuracy in 

relation to the implementation of Swedish development cooperation. Sida, on the other 

hand, did not trust the government’s and the MFA’s competence to make adequate 

decisions about Swedish development cooperation. From 2006 to the early 2010s, 

relations between the Swedish Government and Sida were not characterised by mutual 

trust; in other words, relations between both were quite strained in this period. 

Unlike most other policy areas, policies that concern international development 

cooperation are implemented in other countries. Consequently, international 

development cooperation involves relations among several actors, during different stages 

of implementation. Put differently, development policies travel much farther than many 

other policies, both in terms of place (from a country in the global North to a country in 

the global South) and in terms of space (from one political context to another, which 

entails that a huge number of actors are able to reframe the policy). This long chain of 

actors makes policy making and implementation of development cooperation very 

complex. Development cooperation also implies that taxpayers’ money does not directly 
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benefit citizens in the donor country and, in addition, development cooperation is often 

carried out in difficult contexts with a high risk of misuse of funds and corruption. This 

combination of factors makes international development cooperation and policies more 

vulnerable for criticism than many other policy areas, which in turn gives rise to a high 

demand for accountability. Yet the complex nature of international development 

cooperation also makes control a more complicated issue. In sum, international 

development cooperation is a policy area in which Governments could have great interest 

in adopting NPM approaches in line with the results agenda, but it is also a policy area in 

which the great number of actors involved makes it difficult to implement NPM 

approaches.  

The introduction of the results agenda created tension within the administration of 

Swedish international development cooperation, and it has altered the relations between 

Sida and its development partners. However, since these relations were affected in 

different ways depending on the actors involved (that is, tension could emerge between 

Swedish stakeholders or between Sida and development partners), they will be addressed 

separately in the following sections. 

The Results Agenda and Changed Relations between the Swedish Government and Sida 

The results agenda has entailed a number of changes in the relations between the Swedish 

Government and Sida, which has influenced Sida’s power over and power to do. These 

changes are, in part at least, a consequence of the Swedish Government’s adoption of 

NPM approaches to public management.  

Responsibilisation Processes in Swedish Development Cooperation 

The results agenda was introduced in Swedish development cooperation when the 

Swedish Government was engaged in reforming development cooperation. The 

government aimed, among other things, to clarify mandates and responsibilities of the 

MFA and Sida respectively. The results agenda was an instrument in this process insofar 

as it specified that Sida was responsible for the achievement and reporting of results, 

while the Government should stipulate which particular development results Sida should 

achieve. As stated above, international development cooperation is often politically 

sensitive. By making Sida responsible for the achievement of development results, the 
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Government reduced its own responsibilities, and thereby diminish the political risks 

associated with international development cooperation.  

With the results agenda, the Government’s requirements on evidence of results 

increased. Besides the reasons presented above, the Government’s increased demand for 

results with the intentions to create conditions for future decision-making processes 

based on experiences from previous development cooperation. Instead of basing 

international development cooperation on political arguments, the Government wished to 

promote development cooperation based on facts and evidence of results. By removing 

the political character of decision making and replacing it with notions of expertise, the 

Government would be able to reduce some of the political risks associated with 

international development cooperation. On the other hand, such depolitisation processes 

could also allow the government to avoid some of its responsibilities, which would in turn 

make it more difficult to hold the Government accountable for the decisions it has made.  

Sida informants took the results agenda as an indication of the change in the power 

relations between the agency and the government. Sida had been given the responsibility 

to carry out the decisions made by the Government. This limited the agency’s 

possibilities to influence which results should be achieved, and why they should be 

achieved. Sida staff raised objections about these changed roles on the grounds that the 

government and the MFA did not have the required competence to make decisions about 

the expected outcomes of Swedish development cooperation. From Sida’s perspective, the 

MFA’s lack of competence led to the establishment of unrealistic or irrelevant policy 

objectives for Swedish development cooperation. Sida was not only required to adopt 

policies that the staff considered irrelevant; they were also forced to relay these policies to 

their development partners. The results agenda was one of these policies that Sida staff 

considered irrelevant or even counterproductive. They argued that Sida had always 

reported results and that the results required from its development partners were already 

extensive. Increasing the results requirements would imply that development partners 

would have to invest their already scarce resources in M&E, rather than in concrete 

development efforts. In addition, as Sida did not work directly with the implementation 

of development cooperation, the agency relied on results reported by its development 

partners when they reported results to the Government. In other words, Sida was trapped 
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in what could be described as “the squeezed middle”. Sida did not agree with the 

government on the necessity of increasing the results requirements. Nevertheless, Sida 

staff had to implement the results agenda and make their development partners follow the 

required protocols and procedures.  

As regards partner country ownership, Sida staff believed that the results agenda 

reduced development partners’ ownership over development processes. The demand for 

reporting results in line with Swedish development objectives had increased, and these 

results should preferably be clearly attributable to Swedish development interventions. 

These requirements are difficult to reconcile with partner country ownership.  

Instrumentalisation of Swedish Development Cooperation 

Intentionally or not, the Swedish Government used the results agenda as a way to manage 

and control the implementation of Swedish development cooperation between 2006 and 

2014. One of the reasons why the Government enforced the results requirements on Sida 

was an alleged scarcity of development results. In order to prove to the Government that 

development results had indeed been achieved, Sida had to increase its focus on results by 

following protocols and procedures stipulated by the Government. Results strategies 

accompanied by specific results requirements and matrixes, for instance, were introduced 

as new guidelines that Sida should follow to pursue in order to report on its bilateral 

development cooperation. These requirements further specified the role of each actor in 

Swedish development cooperation, so that each actor could also be held accountable. 

Some actors argued that the demand for accountability had gone too far, to the point that 

reports on mistakes and failures were rewarded, rather than development achievements. 

For Sida, the results agenda entailed a loss of power over and power to do.  

Over the last few years, however, Sida has regained some of its power: the Swedish 

Government defines the objectives of Swedish development cooperation, but Sida staff 

feel that they have the mandate to decide how development results should be achieved 

and reported. Two explanations can be provided for this change. One has to do with 

awareness: Sida staff have a clearer idea about how they can reframe the results agenda. 

The other explanation has to do with the change of Government in Sweden: the new 

Government gives more priority to thematic issues, such as climate change and gender 

equality, than to the management of Swedish development cooperation.  
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The Results Agenda and Relations between Sida and its Development Partners 

The changed relations between the Swedish Government and Sida have also had 

consequences for Sida’s relations with its development partners. The results agenda has 

played a central role in changing these relations by instrumentalising development 

cooperation. More specifically, the impact of the results agenda over Sida’s development 

partners could be felt in relation to whose results should be achieved and reported.  

Responsibilisation and the Relations between Sida and its Development Partners 

Sida’s field offices did not work directly with the implementation of Swedish 

development cooperation; rather, they worked with development partners. These 

development partners implemented development cooperation or worked with other 

partner organisations that carried out development cooperation. Consequently, many 

actors were involved in the implementation of Swedish development cooperation, which 

entailed that results should be reported at several stages. In order to report results, Sida 

depended on results reported by other stakeholders, all of which had to report results in 

line with Swedish development objectives. Since Sida did not want to interfere in its 

development partners’ ownership, one of the main criteria for the agency in the selection 

of development partners was that these partners’ objectives were in line with Swedish 

development objectives. It is unclear to what extent development partners changed or 

adjusted their objectives in order to suit Swedish objectives. Development partners’ power 

over was limited unless their development objectives corresponded with Sweden’s 

objectives, and unless partner organisations adjusted their development agendas to suit 

these objectives. 

Many development partners prioritised the reporting of results in line with the 

development objectives established by Sida and other donors, since this compliance with 

their demands was a prerequisite to get future funding. Reporting results entailed, for 

development partners, that donors should be informed that their money made a 

difference for beneficiaries. Besides, several development partners considered the 

reporting of results a mere formality, since they were convinced that their development 

interventions did make a difference in their beneficiaries’ lives.  

 



 

15 
 

Instrumentalisation of Sida’s Development Relations with Development Partners 

When the Swedish Government's requirement on Sida to report results increased, Sida’s 

results requirements on the partner organization also increased. Sida specified with more 

clarity which kind of results it expected from its development partners, who had to follow 

reporting procedures in relation to indicators that they did not always consider relevant. 

Evidence of results was crucial to get funding, since it was necessary to show that Sida’s 

funding did make a difference. For some development partners, the results agenda implied 

that reporting evidence of results had actually become more important than achieving 

results. Several development partners were frustrated and claimed that their development 

efforts did make a difference, but they were not able to show the success of their 

interventions by following the required protocols and procedures. Yet the increased focus 

on results was also perceived as something positive. Sida’s increased interest in the results 

introduced a feeling of recognition amongst some of Sida’s development partners, 

implying that Sida and the Swedish Government cared and were concerned about what 

was taking place in partner countries. 

All development partners faced challenges in terms of resources and competence to 

report development results in the way required by Sida. Staff trained in M&E often left 

smaller CSOs to get better paid jobs in larger, often multilateral, organisations. 

Development partners in Uganda were particularly worried about the increased focus on 

the reporting of results, rather than on the achievement of results. Given the fierce 

competition for funding, they feared that dishonest organisations that were competent in 

reporting results but not really committed to development would have advantage.  

Conclusions: The Results Agenda, Relations, and Ownership  

The unclear allocation of mandate is a particularly significant issue as regards power 

relations in international development cooperation. Mandate refers here to the 

possibilities to define overall development objectives, which entails the possibilities to 

define expected results and to set the agenda concerning how these results should be 

reached. Ownership, intersects, thus, with the allocation of mandate. The results agenda 

has implied a change: donors’ mandate has increased, whereas development partners’ 

mandate has decreased. The results agenda has also entailed changes in terms of 

responsibilities, that is to say, development partners have been allocated more 
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responsibilities. The results agenda promotes an approach to development cooperation in 

which development partners have a significant share of responsibilities but limited 

mandate. This imbalance has a negative impact on partner country ownership, which 

implies that development partners (representing partner countries) should have both 

mandates and responsibilities in the pursuit of development in their own countries.  

In the Swedish case, the introduction of the results agenda in international 

development cooperation has influenced relations between the Swedish Government and 

Sida. The Government has used the agenda as a strategic instrument and as a management 

tool. By defining which results Sida should report and limiting the agency’s influence in 

decision-making processes, the government constrained Sida’s power over development 

cooperation. By stipulating which procedures and protocols Sida should follow, the 

Government also reduced Sida’s power over processes. More attention has been given to 

Swedish development objectives and results reported in line with these objectives, than to 

the encouragement of partner country ownership. Although the examples given here 

apply to the Swedish case, the situation is similar and even more accentuated in other 

donor countries. In the United Kingdom and in the Netherlands, for instance, the debate 

about the results agenda has been intense, in particular as regards what qualifies as a result 

and who sets the results agenda. In these countries, the Government has increased its 

demand for results, paving the way for increased instrumentalisation within their 

development cooperation (cf. Eyben et al., 2015).  

For development partners, the results agenda has implied instrumentalisation of 

development cooperation, insofar as requirements to report results according to agreed 

protocols and procedures have increased. The instrumentalisation of development 

cooperation has, in turn, changed the focus of development cooperation: evidence of 

results, regardless of their relevance, has been given priority over improvements in the 

lives of poor men and women. 

Discussion and Suggestions for Future Development Cooperation and Research 

One of the main conclusions drawn here is that there is confusion surrounding what the 

results agenda is. Instead of functioning as a means to achieve an objective, the results 

agenda has become an objective in itself. Decision makers have lost track of the overall 

objective of international development cooperation, i.e. to improve the lives of poor men 
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and women. The results agenda has also changed the focus of international development 

cooperation. Donors’ development objectives, and the results achieved in relation to these 

objectives, have come to play a more prominent role, given that it was considered 

necessary to maintain political support from taxpayers in donor countries. In addition, 

solidarity with people in the global South seems to have become a weaker motivation in 

the pursuit of international development cooperation. More attention has been given to 

issues that also carry consequences for people in the global North, such as climate change, 

terrorism, spread of diseases, or refugee crises in the global North. Furthermore, 

ownership in combination with responsibilisation processes might imply that 

development partners bear all the responsibility for development, and donor countries in 

the global North do not assume any responsibility for development processes in the 

global South.  

While the results agenda should be a means for implementing and reporting 

development interventions, partner country ownership should concern the fundamental 

idea about what development is and how it should be pursued. Partner country ownership 

departs from the assumption that only those affected by poverty or development can 

actually tell what development entails for them and how it could be achieved. As a 

consequence of this assumption, development cannot be accomplished if development 

partners are not allowed to define objectives and set the agenda for the pursuit of 

development and the reporting of results. 

It is not impossible to combine the results agenda and partner country ownership, 

provided that the point of departure of development cooperation is the objectives of 

development partners and their agendas. As the title of this thesis indicates, donorship 

has been given priority in development cooperation, yet development cooperation does 

not necessarily have to be pursued with a focus on donors’ development objectives and 

results; it should be possible to bring the results agenda and partner country ownership 

together. 

Suggestions for Future Development Cooperation and Research 

This study intended to investigate challenges within international development 

cooperation and to suggest how these challenges can be addressed. Needless to say, the 

scope of this study is limited, and more research is required in order to shed light on 
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relations between donors and partner countries. Nevertheless, it is possible to suggest 

how development stakeholders, in particular how donors can improve their relations with 

development partners, as well as to identify issues that can benefit from future research.  

Unclear mandates: One of the main problems in the implementation of the results 

agenda was lack of clarity as far as mandates are concerned. In other words, it was not 

clear how development stakeholders could reframe policy practices such as the results 

agenda. When new policy practices are introduced, decision makers must make sure that 

their communication is unambiguous; policies must be communicated in a consistent 

way, whether in writing or orally. All actors, including decision makers, must take 

responsibility for their actions. It is important to clarify the responsibilities that apply to 

different actors, as the Swedish Government has done as regards the relations between 

the MFA and Sida. However, it is also important to clarify each stakeholder’s mandate, 

particularly in terms of the extent to which stakeholders can reframe a policy practice.  

Clarity in framing: Decision makers must be clear about the way they frame a policy 

and explicit about the goals of this policy. In other words, they must specify with clarity 

which problem the policy seeks to address and how this problem is going to be addressed. 

They must also make sure to provide solid justifications for their particular way of 

framing an issue, and collect plenty of information about the context in which they 

operate. Awareness of that actors reframe policies and of how development stakeholders 

reframe policy practices would facilitate communication between actors. 

Partner country ownership: In development cooperation that promotes partner country 

ownership, development partners should define goals and set the agenda for the pursuit of 

these goals. Development partners should, therefore, define which results are expected 

and how they should be measured. Nevertheless, unequal power relations between donors 

and development partners are an inescapable fact, since one actor has the resources on 

which the other actor depends. Donors must provide a clear account of what partner 

country ownership entails and specify how it should be promoted in all policy practices, 

including the results agenda. If donors are sincere in their effort to promote partner 

country ownership, they must let go of some of their power.  

This study focused on the conceptualisation of the results agenda and partner country 

ownership. Future research could take this study one step further and investigate how the 
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results agenda has influenced partner country ownership of ownership in practice. It 

would be possible to explore whether and how development partners adjust their 

objectives and agenda to suit the development policies of donors. A future study could 

follow specific interventions from their formulation through implementation to results 

reporting. It would be relevant to include development actors that applied for funding but 

were rejected, and examine the reasons why they were not selected as development 

partners in Swedish development cooperation. New forms of development cooperation 

have emerged over the last few years, such as Payment By Results (PBR), in which ODA 

is disbursed only when the expected results have been achieved. This aid modality is 

entirely governed by results, so that responsibilisation processes are arguably even more 

evident in this kind of development cooperation. It would be relevant to conduct a study 

that explores how the PBR for relations between donors and partner countries and its 

consequences for future development cooperation.  
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