
Institution-building from the inside
Politics, the logic of behaviour and the process of reform



Parliaments, parties and political behaviour

https://gpgovernance.net/publications/guide-to-working-with-parliaments-and-political-parties-for-sustainable-development/
https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/1805260510/?coliid=I11VNT0K30LLD7&colid=28PZM3NV5BBSW&psc=1&ref_=lv_ov_lig_dp_it
https://gpgovernance.net/publications/
https://gpgovernance.net/publications/the-difficult-development-of-parliamentary-politics-in-the-gulf-parliaments-and-the-process-of-managed-reform-in-kuwait-bahrain-and-oman/
https://gpgovernance.net/publications/global-parliamentary-report/
https://gpgovernance.net/publications/political-parties-in-democratic-transitions/


Why driving in a different city explains political behaviour



Why driving in a different city explains political behaviour



The difference between what the rules say and what the rules 
mean

• Road furniture looks familiar.  The ‘highway code’ reflects the same basic principles. 

• Driving though depends less on the formal rules than on understanding the 
informal assumptions, local norms, know-how and tacit understandings between 
drivers.

• Those norms have developed as a result of millions of repeated interactions 
between drivers. 

• A logic emerges, and the chaos starts to make sense.  You get good at driving in that 
place through shortcuts, workarounds, bending of the formal rules.  

• None of it improves the traffic.  And often makes it worse.  But faced with a difficult 
journey, drivers opt for the quickest route to their destination that day.



“What else can I do?”

• Where the state is weak, politicians are expected by citizens to fill 
the gaps

• In order to fill those gaps MPs have to go around the formal 
system, rather than through it

• Voters come to prize those traits in their politicians

• Candidates vie with each other to show that they have the 
wherewithal to perform this role

• None of which addresses the underlying problems or their causes

• The catch-22 is that it is expensive, inefficient and largely 
ineffective, … it is logical, but not rational



A more behavioural approach to political reform:

Four principles



1. Individuals over institutions:  All change is behavioural change.

• Traditional tendency to value structures more 
than behaviour.

• Institutions offer tangible evidence of change.  
But frequently they forget to take the people in 
the new buildings with them.

• What is ‘good on paper’ is often not so good in 
practice

Institutional Reform in Development
...

https://bsc.hks.harvard.edu/publications/the-limits-of-institutional-reform-in-development/


1. Individuals over institutions:  All change is behavioural change.

“change sticks when it becomes ‘the 
way we do things around here’”

John Kotter

Leading Change, With a New 
Preface by the Author: 
Amazon.co.uk: Kotter,  John P.: 
9781422186435: Books

The Practice of Adaptive Leadership: 
Tools and Tactics for Changing Your  
Organization and the World eBook : 
Heifetz, Ronald A., Linsky, Marty,  
Grashow, Alexander: Amazon.co.uk: 
Books

https://www.kotterinc.com/methodology/8-steps/
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/6298697-the-practice-of-adaptive-leadership


2. Loss aversion, personal interest and political principle

• When change is in the air, everybody’s first thought is: 

– How is this going to affect me?

• ‘Loss aversion’ is central to understanding resistance to 
change

• The pain of losing is greater than the benefit of winning

• The potential gains have to be twice the value of the 
possible loss

• The feeling of loss is magnified when personal authority 
is involved

Inside the Nudge Unit: How small 
changes can make a big difference:  
Amazon.co.uk: Halpern, David: 
9780753556535: Books

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Misbehaving-Behavioural-Economics-Richard-Thaler/dp/1846144035
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Inside-Nudge-Unit-changes-difference/dp/0753556553/ref=asc_df_0753556553/?tag=googshopuk-21&linkCode=df0&hvadid=696285193871&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=14608165760380096419&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9046181&hvtargid=pla-2281435176658&psc=1&mcid=4821075bc5cc318aa5c10a8fa2a853b0&th=1&psc=1&hvocijid=14608165760380096419-0753556553-&hvexpln=74&gad_source=1


• Altering behaviour is hard because people don’t like 
change:

“Plans for reform almost always produce many winners and some losers 
while achieving an overall improvement.  If the affected parties have any 
political influence, however, potential losers will be more active and 
determined than potential winners. “

 Daniel Kahneman

• Combine personal interest with principle
– Appeals principle never enough on their own

– Explain change in personal terms, and provide a principle to back it 
up

Switch

2. Loss aversion, personal interest and political principle

https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/56314/thinking-fast-and-slow-by-kahneman-daniel/9780141033570
https://heathbrothers.com/books/switch/


• Cialdini and the norm of reciprocity 

– Informal indebtedness, concession then retreat, trading upwards

• All politicians are simultaneously reformers and opportunists

– Reform of the Kenyan Parliament “Why are you denying yourselves?”

– Lyndon Johnson and the US 1964 Civil Rights Act

• The key principle of reform?
– “Make sure everybody gets something”

Influence: The Psychology of 
Persuasion: Amazon.co.uk: Cialdini 
PhD, Robert  B: 9780061241895: 
Books

3.  “What’s in it for me?”  Reform as reciprocal exchange

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/reciprocity-and-the-art-of-behavioural-public-policy/2278177688EB216622F1A3DB28702223
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Influence-New-Expanded-Psychology-Persuasion/dp/0063138794/ref=asc_df_0063138794/?tag=googshopuk-21&linkCode=df0&hvadid=697253523091&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=12026243091681820720&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9046325&hvtargid=pla-1211825204069&psc=1&mcid=f937b4b20ec43649b8e5fa158bcafc1c&th=1&psc=1&gad_source=1


4.  Think big, act small

Change is often based on the assumption: 

“we shouldn’t do anything, unless we can do 
everything.”

“But it is possible to make very significant 
progress against the biggest problems in the 
world through the accumulation of a set of 
small steps, each well thought out, carefully 
tested, and judiciously implemented.”

Abhijit Banerjee & Esther Dufflo

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Poor-Economics-Radical-Rethinking-Poverty/dp/1610390938
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Good-Economics-Hard-Times-Problems/dp/0141986190/ref=pd_lpo_sccl_3/260-8712266-6769418?pd_rd_w=nqGTV&content-id=amzn1.sym.bb13d3fc-af40-4fff-a822-e0e4c415da96&pf_rd_p=bb13d3fc-af40-4fff-a822-e0e4c415da96&pf_rd_r=QS0M9685EB7T6MT6ENY1&pd_rd_wg=i8p7k&pd_rd_r=0f54c967-5788-49d0-8074-6e0431ed0446&pd_rd_i=0141986190&psc=1


4.  Think big, act small

• Three problems in international interventions:
– over-ambition
– premature load-bearing
– political resistance

“It feels like we’re the ones being implemented …”

• Institution-building from inside
– Mētis as ‘myopic groping’
– Pockets of good practice and the ‘ripple effect’
– Modest and significant.  The virtue of slow change

Seeing Like a State - Yale University ...

https://yalebooks.co.uk/book/9780300246759/seeing-like-a-state/


“Good enough for a human institution”

• People over process

• Align principle with personal interest

• Reform as reciprocal exchange

• Get the small things right first

https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/1805260510/?coliid=I11VNT0K30LLD7&colid=28PZM3NV5BBSW&psc=1&ref_=lv_ov_lig_dp_it


Political behaviour is always logical, but rarely rational

“Never denigrate a behaviour 
until you’ve worked out what 
purpose it really serves.”

Amazon.co.uk: Sutherland, Rory ...

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/26210508-alchemy

	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17



