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Introduction

There has been much academic and political
debate regarding so-called ‘poor performers’ or
‘poor performing’ countries. The phenomenon
of poor performer is certainly not new. What is
new, however, is the heightened attention the
issue has attracted recently in development pol-
icy, as well as in foreign and security policy.1

The reason for this increased attention must be
sought in world political events; above all the
11 September 2001 terror attacks and the threat
that some countries pose to international com-
munity. Even though not all poor performers
are countries in sub-Saharan Africa, the ongo-

ing discussion is particularly relevant for the
African continent.

The course of the debate has been unsatis-
factory in two different respects. On the one
hand, we find a conflation of the terminolo-
gies used to outline similar or supposedly sim-
ilar situations. Are we to see the poor-per-
former discussion as the same thing as the dis-
cussion on what is known as difficult partner-
ship? How do poor performers relate to failing
states, to rogue states and to crisis countries?
On the other hand, we are confronted with the
question: How can politics reasonably respond
to the phenomenon of poor performers?
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World political events since 9/11 have refocused attention in the development, foreign and
security policy spheres on ‘poor performing’ countries, owing to the possible threat that some
countries pose to the international community. These countries, referred to by the World Bank
as low-income countries under stress (LICUS), are both countries that lack a certain minimum
of effective governmental authority and countries that have sufficient effective governmental
authority but fail to use it for purposes of development. There is a pronounced global interest
in integrating poor performers into the world community and its structures. The stress here is
on using development co-operation and to identify meaningful points of departure for co-oper-
ation with poor performers.



Against this background, this paper looks
briefly at the following four questions:
• What is the reason for the current discus-

sion on poor performers?
• Who are these poor performers?
• In what way do poor performers constitute a

challenge for the international community?
• How should development co-operation

(DC) deal with poor performers?

The current discussion

Two background matters are of particular
importance within the ongoing debate on
poor-performing countries: the aid effective-
ness debate; and the relative importance of
the security aspect.

First, in development co-operation the issue
of poor performance has been addressed for
some years within the framework of the aid
effectiveness debate. Looking at the donor
community, we find that the World Bank plays
a central role and defines many of the debates.
The World Bank report ‘Assessing aid. What
works, what doesn’t and why’ has given a new
dynamic to the debate.2 The report’s most
important finding is that DC can only prove
successful when it is flanked by ‘good policies’
on the part of partner governments; an obser-
vation that serves once again to underline the
importance of the principle of ownership as the
sine qua non of the effects DC aims to achieve.
Many voices are now calling for a reallocation
of DC in favour of good-policy/high-poverty
countries to address the tendency of the donor
community in the past to pay inadequate atten-
tion to these states’ willingness to reform.

The Millennium Challenge Account
(MCA) initiated by US President George W
Bush also sets its sights on good performance.
The MCA’s stated intention is to support
developing countries that have proved to be
performing countries based on three criteria:
ruling justly; investing in their people; and
encouraging economic freedom.3

Even though the World Bank’s approach
has generally met with broad acceptance
among donors, many have expressed their con-
cern that, among other things, a too widely
conceived principle of selectivity in the com-
mitment of funds could induce donors to

withdraw from the poor performers among the
developing countries. Improved effectiveness
of DC should, accordingly, not be achieved by
shunning ‘difficult’ partner countries.

Second, the 9/11 terror attacks have intensi-
fied and enlarged the scope of the debate on
poor performers, with, above all, security aspects
moving to the foreground. The weak or nonex-
istent governance structures in many countries
are seen as one of the factors contributing to the
emergence and proliferation of international ter-
rorism in those states. It has become clearer than
ever that state failure and burgeoning ‘markets of
violence’ are not only a local or regional securi-
ty problem but a global one. Even if events like
September 11 offer no clear-cut proof of a causal
connection between poverty and terrorism, the
basic tenor of the debate can be summed up in
Wieczorek-Zeul’s words: “The international
community cannot afford to put up with any
blind spots on the world map.”

Who are the poor performers?

Although the term ‘poor performers’ or ‘poor-
performing states’ is frequently encountered
in the general parlance of donors, it does not
appear to be on the way to striking roots in
official terminology. In the eyes of many insti-
tutions the term evidently has an overly
derogatory or discriminatory ring to it. The
World Bank, for instance, has already adopted
a different term, ‘low-income countries under
stress’ (LICUS),4 and the Development
Assistance Committee (DAC) uses the term
‘difficult partnerships’.5

Based on the current debate, the following
definition of poor performers can be formu-
lated:
• The term ‘performance’ refers less to a

country’s overall development-related per-
formance than, explicitly, to the actions of
its public institutions and political decision
makers. In other words, looking at poor
performers means focusing on the state.

• The term ‘poor’ implies that the state sector
is marked by substantial institutional and
political weaknesses which, when viewed
from the donors’ standpoint, are not con-
ducive to successful DC. This brings us to
the question of the criteria used to assess
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High risks and/or an advanced state of disin-
tegration can be observed, for example, in the
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC),
Liberia, Sierra Leone, Burundi and Somalia.
• Whether or not conflict and crisis countries7

are classified as poor performers is a ques-
tion that has to be decided on a case-by-case
basis. The decisive question is whether the
conflict or the crisis concerned is due or
conducive to the collapse of state gover-
nance structures. Interestingly, Uganda, for
instance, is often referred to in the develop-
ment discussion as a good performer,
because the government of Uganda is pur-
suing an active policy of poverty reduction.
It must, however, be borne in mind that
parts of the country are in the midst of a vio-
lent conflict.

The conflict and crisis countries that can
be assigned to the group of poor-perform-
ing countries would include, for example,
Burundi, Sudan and Côte d’Ivoire.

• The debate on so-called rogue states or risk
states8 has recently assumed a new urgency
and must be viewed against the background
of the efforts currently being undertaken
against terrorism. As a rule, the countries
referred to as rogue or risk states are author-
itarian regimes like those of Iraq, Libya,
North Korea and, formerly, Pakistan. There
are no sub-Saharan African countries
among this group. Evidently, the reason for
this is that the regimes in question lack the
threat and pressure potentials required for
inclusion.

Two main features of so-called rogue and
risk states are that they do not comply with
the rules and standards of the international
community and that their status depends in
large measure on a ruling regime or a con-
crete leadership figure. These are, however,
by no means meant to be seen as fixed cri-
teria that determine whether or not a given
country is a rogue or risk state. The debate
is instead shaped to a great extent by the for-
eign policy perceptions and the concrete
interest situation of the US. The group of
rogue states will, as a rule, consist of poor-
performing countries which have gover-
nance structures sufficient to make and
enforce national policy but are unwilling to

whether or not a country is a poor per-
former. For the World Bank, the key ques-
tion is whether or not the conventional
instruments of DC can be used in a given
country. For the DAC the key question is a
given government’s commitment to a pover-
ty-oriented development policy.

It is also important to distinguish between two
different types of poor performer:
• The first type includes states that lack the

capacity to shape and articulate the politi-
cal or public framework. That is, the state is
no longer able to reasonably meet its
responsibilities. This is usually because of
the enormous pressure generated by the
political problems typically encountered in
post-conflict societies, insufficient material
conditions, etc.

• The second type includes countries that,
even though they are in possession of the
means and the capacity needed to shape a
governance framework, are unwilling to
deploy them constructively; that is, in
these cases a lack of political will is respon-
sible for the situation.

In reality, mixed forms of the two phenomena
occur side by side and at the same time. Poor
performers are, in other words, both countries
that lack a certain minimum of effective gov-
ernmental authority and countries that have
sufficient effective governmental authority
but fail to use it for purposes of development.

Against this background we can also set
other debates in relation to the discussion on
poor performers. The following four debates
are cases in point:
• Failing and failed states6 clearly belong to

the category of poor performers, since in
the countries or territories in question, gov-
ernmental authority has either ceased to
exist or is in the process of disintegration.

Some of the main features of this group
are:
– loss of territorial control;
– loss of the public security provided by

state actors;
– loss of law and order and effective gover-

nance; and
– collapse of basic public services (e.g. edu-

cation and healthcare) and breakdown of
central economic framework conditions.
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use this capacity in a constructive and devel-
opment-oriented fashion.

• Depending on the individual case, authori-
tarian, hybrid and neopatrimonial systems9

are best assigned to the group of poor per-
formers, though this need not necessarily be
the case. On the whole, states with authori-
tarian or hybrid features are marked primari-
ly by governance deficits. The case of
Zimbabwe shows that fundamental gover-
nance problems block development process-
es in many areas; and Zimbabwe is therefore
without question a poor performer. On the
other hand, Uganda in turn can be cited as
an example in which quite respectable devel-
opment successes have been achieved, even
though very little progress has been made
there in building democratic structures. In
looking at the group of authoritarian, hybrid
and neopatrimonial systems it may therefore
prove informative to ask the additional but
related question of whether, on the whole,
the governing regime tends more to permit
and foster development or to work against it.

There are already a number of different indi-
cator models available to measure the per-
formance of countries. These models can
provide an empirical basis for assessing not all
but some of the central dimensions of the
phenomenon.10 The two most useful projects
are ‘Governance Matters’ and ‘Country
Indicators for Foreign Policy’.
• Governance Matters is a comprehensive

World Bank project designed to evaluate
data11 on six core dimensions of gover-
nance.12 This project is the most compre-
hensive one of its kind that actually is in
possession of data and is in the process of
evaluating them.

• The Country Indicators for Foreign Policy
(CIFP) project is somewhat more limited in
scope but likewise helpful. It is used to work
out risk assessments on individual regions,
which includes a report on sub-Saharan
Africa.13 The project is located at the
Norman Paterson School of International
Affairs, Carelton University, Canada.
Focusing on stability and/or instability, the
model uses a comprehensive catalogue of
indicators to assess risk potentials in nine
areas.14

In what way do poor performers 
constitute a challenge for the 
international community?

It is right and important for the international
community to get more involved with the
question of poor performers. The most impor-
tant task is to gain constructive outside influ-
ence precisely in countries and territories that
are at risk of instability or conflict or faced
with tendencies working towards state failure.
This has not only been the case since the 9/11
attacks, which suddenly brought home to the
world the urgent need to address the risks
posed by terrorism. Seen in this way, it can be
said that there is a pronounced global interest
in integrating poor performers into the world
community and its structures.

The actors (neighbouring countries, region-
al associations or alliances, the UN, etc.) and
policies (diplomacy, security policy, trade pol-
icy, etc.) called for will differ in accordance
with the causes responsible for a country’s
development into a poor performer and with
the concrete form taken on by this problem
(regional instability, internal repression, etc.).
In many cases it is likely to prove extremely
difficult to come up with any approaches at all
that might prove effective in gaining a meas-
ure of constructive influence.

Viewed in terms of this background, DC in
poor-performing countries will either often be
unable to play any role at all or will be restrict-
ed to a very modest one. Where certain funda-
mental presuppositions are lacking (territories
without any governmental authority, rogue
states, etc.) it will for the most part prove
impossible, or next to impossible, to find any
reasonable points of departure for DC.
Moreover, experience indicates that DC tends
as a rule to require a medium- to long-term per-
spective if it is to have any realistic and reason-
able prospects of working, and this means that
the short-term effects frequently hoped for by
political actors are simply not practicable.

On the other hand, however, it is possible
to identify countries and territories from the
group of poor performers that do offer points
of departure for DC. Concentrating DC on
the successful cases with favourable frame-
work conditions is certainly not a satisfactory
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intensive at the level of policy dialogue and
country strategies. If it is to play any mean-
ingful role in gaining a reasonable measure
of influence, however, co-ordination
should involve other policy fields as well—
that is, foreign policy first and foremost,
but also security policy in some cases.

• DC can and should offer poor performers
incentives for change. For this reason it is
especially important to give thought to a
strategic use of DC based on country
strategies, etc.

• DC must also consider the possibility of
suspension of co-operation if the countries
concerned are unwilling to play a construc-
tive role and/or if DC threatens to give rise
to negative impacts. This may, for instance,
be the case if DC funds are directly or indi-
rectly misused to strengthen a country’s
capacities to engage in violent conflict. De
facto support for a repressive regime may
also be seen as an example in which it
would be either reasonable or indeed neces-
sary to suspend bilateral DC. However, sus-
pension may also mean losing chances to
gain effective influence based on co-opera-
tion (‘change through rapprochement’).

• As a rule, the risks involved in co-operation
with poor performers will be greater than
those encountered in co-operating with
other partners. This may mean that invest-
ments in social or economic infrastructure
are bound up with higher risks then they
would be in co-operation with stable part-
ners. The problem of the fungibility of DC
is also of major relevance in this context.

• Co-operation with poor performers often
calls for a highly flexible approach. To cite
some examples: government-level DC nego-
tiations are not possible because, for exam-
ple, the partner side is without a functioning
government; DC measures in pacified areas
of a country otherwise still in the midst of an
acute conflict; or once combat has been
brought to an end, there is a need to stabilise
an affected county as swiftly as possible, a
task which calls for the provision of substan-
tial funds on an ad hoc basis.

• In co-operation with poor performers it is
particularly important to seek to work
together with the nonstate sector and, if need

response. In its work, the World Bank assumes
the existence of a total of some 30 LICUS.
DC can, for instance, provide an important
contribution in countries that, say, show some
first signs of state failure or in which a mini-
mum of security has been restored.

How should DC deal with poor 
performers?

Co-operation with poor performers is predi-
cated in very special ways on an assessment of
country-specific conditions and possibilities.
This is the reason why it is impracticable to
develop any one concept applicable for all
poor performers. But it is possible to outline a
few relevant key points.

Here we can refer back to a number of
aspects that have been discussed15 in recent
years in connection with the debate on ‘struc-
tural stability’ initiated in the late 1990s by
the DAC16 and the Commission of the
European Union.17 Accordingly, DC should
be understood as a contribution to sustain-
ably overcoming fragile sociopolitical and
state structures. One point of particular inter-
est and importance is to develop constructive
mechanisms geared to settling conflicts of
interest in nonviolent ways.

What this implies for the general goal level
is that DC should seek to participate in improv-
ing the following framework conditions:
• sufficient legitimacy of the state (based,

among other things, on participation of
nonstate actors) and its organs (govern-
ment, parliaments, etc.);

• a constructive will of the state to govern and
formulate policy and the effective governmental
authority needed to do so (i.e. sufficient
capacity to set and enforce standards); and

• a secure state monopoly on power, since
diffusion of power constitutes a core prob-
lem here.

What do these thoughts imply for the con-
crete approaches of DC? The following points
may be of interest in this context:18

• In dealing with poor performers the sine
qua non to gaining any constructive and
effective influence is close co-ordination of
donor action. In these cases donor co-ordi-
nation should therefore be particularly
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be, even to bypass state structures altogether.
It should, however, not be forgotten here
that in many countries nonstate structures
are either weak or as good as nonexistent.

• Intensive monitoring is of major importance
for DC with poor performers. Such moni-
toring must include various elements such as
political country dialogues, systematic
reporting on political issues, and a proper
approach to observing emerging effects.

• It is furthermore essential not to lose sight of
the regional risks and potentials of poor per-
formers. This may, for instance, involve an
unstable setting (e.g. the area surrounding
the Great Lakes) or constructive links to
regional initiatives (e.g. the New Partnership
for Africa’s Development-NEPAD).

• The final question centres on what concrete
points of departure or what sectors must be
seen as particularly important. In essence,
we can name two broad fields here:
– Wherever it is (still) possible to engage in

work on political and/or sensitive issues,
it would be important to pursue
approaches that are regarded as mean-
ingful in connection with the debate on
crisis prevention and crisis resolution19

as well as on good governance. These
include, among others, the following
issues: participation and democratisa-
tion, human rights, civil society, devel-
opment of functioning legal systems,
and constructive involvement of the
security sector in civil structures.

– Furthermore, in many instances work in
the fields of education and healthcare
can prove to be a promising point of
departure, particularly if the approaches
used are keyed specifically to target
groups. This work should at the same
time contain a strong advisory element;
i.e. the share of outside know-how
required will necessarily be far higher
(control of the use of funds, etc.) than
that aimed for in ‘regular’ DC.

Conclusion

In the ongoing debate the term poor perform-
ers is used to refer to a number of different
phenomena the cause of which must be

sought in insufficient governance capacity
and/or in a lack of willingness to pursue a con-
structive line of policy. Empirical data—for
example, the data collected in connection
with the Governance Matters project20—indi-
cate that sub-Saharan Africa is particularly
hard hit by the phenomenon of poor per-
formance.

In many cases the possibilities available to
gain any outside influence are very limited—
this goes for all policy fields, and not least for
DC. Still, it is also essential for DC to seek to
identify meaningful points of departure for
co-operation with poor performers. This
applies above all for countries which are
marked by individual deficits (weak state
structures, etc.) and offer possible points of
departure for medium- or longer-term co-
operation. On the other hand, it is much
more difficult—indeed in many cases even
impossible—to use DC as a means of gaining
influence on particularly serious problem
cases (in the sense of failed states, etc.).
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flict, Paris, 2001; H Wieczorek-Zeul, Statement
made (in German) at a press conference on the
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