






Towards Mutual 
Accountability

General questions all development 
initiatives should ask

Questions all Aid Initiatives Should Ask
What is the underlying collective action 
problem?

Is it a public goods problem, free rider problem, 
etc
What incentive problems do beneficiaries face: 
missing information, asymmetric information
What incentives precluded beneficiaries from 
diagnosing and sorting out their own collective 
action failures?
What are the developmental implications of this 
collective action failure?

Questions all Aid Initiatives Should Ask
In what ways have previous aid interventions 
altered similar collective action problems?

Did past aid programs abet or exacerbate power or 
information asymmetries or adverse selection?

What are the implications for sustainability?
Does the proposed aid intervention address the 
underlying collective action problem?
How will the proposed aid affect the capacity of the 
beneficiary group to address collective action 
problems?
Who ‘owns’ the aid intervention?

Questions all Aid Initiatives Should Ask
What rules and institutions currently exist?

What is the structure of incentives created by 
extant institutions?
Are existing institutions missing, weak, or bad?
Are there rules or norms that have been used in 
the beneficiaries’ cultural traditions that bear on 
the current collective action context?
Can these institutions be revived and updated to 
address contemporary needs?

Starting from “Here”
How can existing indigenous institutions be 
modified/modernized to cope with current 
challenges?
How can information flows be designed to 
reduce missing information and asymmetric 
information?
Would modifying these institutions threaten 
the power elite? If so, how can “top-down”
reconcile with “bottom-up’?

Action Aid in Somaliland—A Positive Example
An Aid mission in a challenging environment

Civil conflict following the collapse of the Somali State
Clan-on-clan violence exacerbated by destruction of common pool 
resources

AA-S recognized the underlying collective action problem
Tragedy of the Commons Ą Conflict over Resources

AA-S leveraged existing institutional capital: “Xeer”
Traditional ad hoc arrangements to share grazing land and water sources 
among nomadic pastoralists in northern Somalia
AA-S drew on tradition to craft new institutional arrangements before 
delivering aid

Today, Xeer is underpinning new governance structures in Somaliland
Concept of covenanting now used to craft and maintain collective action 
institutions at various levels

A major Challenge of Development is to draw on such indigenous 
practices in crafting capabilities for self-governance



In Summary
Collective Action lies at the heart of development
Institutions help solve problems of Collective Action
Aid takes place within a complex network of 
interactions—The Octangle—each with their own 
collective action challenges
Aid agencies affect solutions to collective action by 
their presence
Donor agency incentives do impact on development 
outcomes
To be effective, aid must account for and, if necessary, 
help develop, the needed institutions—both within the 
donor’s organizations and in the recipient’s context
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